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CHAPTER 1


A confetti ball opened above my head, raining colorful ribbons and tiny glittering stars. An alarm blared through the office that made nails on a chalkboard sound like the singing of angels.

My boss, Marvin, slapped me on the back as he grinned from ear to ear. He was an aging man, one who talked the talk but couldn’t walk the walk. He was always patronizing others for not making sales when he hadn’t made one in almost a year. I wouldn’t have cared, but he insisted on giving me advice at every turn.

I forced a smile and waved at my gathered coworkers.

This sparkly shit is gonna take forever to get out of my clothes and hair, I thought as a round of applause went up.

“Mark here has done it yet again,” Marvin boomed as he slid his thumbs under his suspenders and gave them a purposeful snap against his rotund form. “He’s sealed the deal on a five million dollar estate.” He whistled, and the crowd clapped louder, but I knew it was only to appease him.

Another sale like that, and we’ll be riding high, I thought, barely resisting the urge to roll my eyes as Marvin repeated his favorite catchphrase aloud.

“Trained him myself,” Marvin bragged, but he never taught me a damn thing. I learned everything I knew from my late parents, who had both been realtor superstars, if there was such a thing.

“Mark, my boy, you’re going to lead this company one day,” he said, as he often did.

Anyone else would have been pleased with that, but I couldn’t have cared less. I didn’t want the company. It didn’t mean anything to me, didn’t present me with the challenge I craved. I needed something more. Something I could make with my own hands.

He prattled on a while longer, but I tuned out the words and the smile gradually faded from my face.

When my coworkers made a sale like this, they were over the moon, but to me, it was easy. Too easy.

Selling a beautiful estate to some trust fund kid who didn’t deserve it didn’t bring me any joy. It wasn’t a challenge to sell people things that they wanted. It didn’t please me to outsell everyone else in the firm.

I knew it should have, but none of those things mattered to me.

When Marvin had finished regaling us with tales from his youth, I cut myself a slice of cake and headed to my office to escape what I knew was coming.

It followed me anyway.

Jill.

She was pretty enough, with her long blonde hair and bright blue eyes, but I knew what she was after, and it wasn’t me.

“Hey, Mark,” she purred, sliding herself to sit on my desk.

Hey Scrooge McDuck, I replied in my mind, counting my commission already, are we?

Outwardly, I nodded as I sat and stuck a plastic fork into my cake. It was chocolate. I allowed myself to be fascinated by it rather than give her the attention she desired.

“I’m free tonight,” she said. I didn’t miss the way she nibbled her bottom lip or looked me up and down as if evaluating me.

“I’m not.” It was a lie. She didn’t need to know that. The only thing I had planned was to unload with a game. Terraria, Red Dead Redemption, hell, maybe even some Baldur’s Gate. I didn’t know what I wanted to play yet, but I definitely didn’t want to play it, or anything else, with Jill.

“Aw, don’t be like that, baby,” she cooed, leaning forwards so that I could see down the front of her blouse, which had the top button open, as it always did.

I looked back at my cake and took a bite. It was a standard grocery store cake, with overly sweet icing and bland cake, but that wasn’t important. It was just something to focus on instead of Jill.

Time passed, she tried to change my mind, we did the usual song and dance before she moved on to harass a more pliable target.

Throwing out the remainder of my cake, I turned to my desk, to the newest properties that people wished me to sell. They were gorgeous, like something out of a magazine, and I didn’t feel anything as I looked at them.

Not until I got to the last file.

A rundown old mansion that everyone said was haunted. I didn’t believe in ghosts, but the property had some decent architecture, and more than anything I wanted a change of pace.

Selling this place? Now that was an achievement worth celebrating.

So, while the party thrown for me raged on, I hopped in my car and drove to an older part of town, one I hardly spent time in because I was always selling the modern equivalents of castles.

There were still many grand estates in the gated community of Sunnyside, and I was surprised to see what good shape they were in. I’d expected them to be as dilapidated as my target, but no, they were in perfect order, with neat little gardens and perfectly mowed grass.

I found the place easily. It stood at the top of a hill, behind a gothic black iron gate and with a long, gravel driveway that led to the front deck. The gates were long past their prime, one hung open and slammed against the poorly-maintained hedge that looked like it had seen better days.

The place looked straight out of The Addams Family. It was a gothic-style Victorian house with black wooden siding, black tiles, and large gargoyles, some broken and crumbling, standing above each of the sprawling, dirtied windows that were littered with cracks.

A few trees were scattered throughout the yard, their branches bare even though it was spring and they should have been thriving. Even the grass was yellowed and dead, the flowerbeds full of decaying leaves and blackened stems that almost looked burned.

The only things that seemed alive in the place were the creeping vines that had overtaken the front of the house.

“I see why people think this place is haunted,” I muttered as I pulled up to the front porch and fetched the key that came along with the file. I wasn’t deterred, not by a bit of disrepair.

Not even when my foot went through the first stair that I stepped on.

“Tread carefully, I guess,” I muttered as I crept up the stairs and onto the porch like some sort of tiptoeing ninja.

I let myself inside with a little fiddling with the key, and took in a deep breath as I saw how amazing the inside was—then choked on a cloud of dust.

Coughing into my balled fist, I looked around the entrance area, taking in the coat closet, the bench for sitting and putting on your shoes, the wide hall that led up to a beautiful set of stairs with carved banisters.

Unfortunately, besides being covered with dust, the place was also stained with spray paint and who knew what else.

“Damn teenagers,” I grumbled, then laughed when I realized I sounded like some cranky old man.

I continued through the house, noting the antique wooden floors and furniture which, while worn and dusty, would be good as new in the right hands—mine.

My parents, who I’d learn all the tricks in the realtor trade from, had been big on DIY. It could save thousands, they said, but mostly…

It would be amazing to fix this place up with my own hands, I thought as I explored near the stairs, stepping into a sideroom that turned out to be a spacious dining area with suits of armor standing about.

Stopping to inspect one, I tapped on the dusty helmet and noted it actually sounded like metal. For all I knew, it was a real suit of armor.

One I could see my nerdy ass trying on sometime just to see what it felt like.

I continued into the next room, the kitchen.

I wasn’t surprised to find it in equally bad shape, but it at least had indoor plumbing, though a test showed that the water had been turned off. There was no fridge or other appliances, though there was space for them and the outlets were there, so I knew this place could run electricity as well.

Bad as it was, things were looking up.

A sound caught my ear, and I craned my head in the direction it originated from, straining to hear more. It was almost inaudible from where I stood, but I was sure that there was something making noise beyond the kitchen door that led outside.

I’d watched enough horror movies to know that this was when the dumb guy ran outside to see what was up and was slaughtered by a chainsaw-wielding madman, but I wasn’t in a horror movie.

With just a touch of tension in my shoulders, I let myself out the back door, which was unlocked. A gust of wind nearly ripped the door knob out of my hands, but I managed to tighten my grip in time and secure the door behind me as I exited.

The sound came again, and I recognized it for what it was.

A sob.

I didn’t know who would be sobbing in what seemed to be the decrepit garden of an abandoned house, but it didn’t take me long to find the source among the dead plants and barren trees.

A figure sat on the edge of a stone fountain. A strange woman with pale white skin and seemed to be cosplaying as a druid or dryad, but that was the last thing on my mind when my eyes met her.

She was gorgeous, even with those fake, pointed ears. Her hair was green, like lush grass, and a red rose sat tucked in the strands, though it looked wilted, as if upset that she was sad. She wore a dress entirely made of leafy vines, and they barely held back her full breasts as another sob made them jiggle.

The dress—if it could be called that, given how skimpy it was—revealed her hips through long slits, and the vines seemed lengthy enough to drag on the ground when she walked. It was woven carefully, dipping deep at the chest and barely covering her nipples.

I sucked in a breath, about to ask if I could help, and that was when her pink eyes, the color of a rose, met mine.

“Who are you?” her trembling voice asked. It was soft and sweet, like candy for my ears. She wiped at her tears as if trying to hide them.

“Mark,” I said, then realized that might not be enough. “I’m the realtor that…someone wanted to sell this house.” I sat next to her on the fountain. There was some stillwater in it, but the fountain wasn’t working.

“Oh,” she said, her bottom lip trembling. “What will happen to the garden?” She tore her eyes away from me, looking out across the dead backyard. It was sprawling, with many beds and raised planters, so I knew it had once been well maintained, but now…

“What will happen to me?” she whispered, so low that I barely heard it.

“You could find another place to hang out,” I gently suggested as she lifted her face to look at me. The closer I got, the more I thought those ears seemed real. “I could help you. That’s kind of my thing.” I offered her a reassuring smile, but she just shook her head.

“I …That is kind of you, but I prefer this place.” She looked around again, her beautiful eyes, which were no doubt accentuated with contacts, roamed the yard.

I didn’t know what she meant by that, but if the state of things was any indication, she wasn’t much of a gardener.

“What’s your name?” I asked, to try to distract her a little.

“Wisteria, but everyone calls me Wisty.” She turned back to me, smiling softly and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Okay, Wisty. What can I do to help?” I asked, and I swore she smiled a little wider when I said the nickname.

“You’re a kind human, you remind me of Elenor.” She touched her hand to the flower in her hair, and for a second I swore that the thing moved, that it looked less wilted than a moment ago, but I figured it was just a trick of the mind.

“Who’s Elenor?” I asked, ignoring that she spoke like she wasn’t the same species as myself.

“The woman who lived here before.” Wisty played with her hair, twining the flower stem through it more tightly. “She took care of the garden. It was so beautiful, but it’s been years since this place was in full blossom.”

I looked around. It was hard to imagine the garden in bloom, given how things were now, but I was a realtor. I saw the diamond in the rough, I saw what it could be, rather than what it was.

And imagining that? I wanted to restore the house. I wanted to make it better than it ever was. I wanted to make it mine.

“Is this your home?” I asked.

Wisty nodded. “I can’t leave the garden.”

“Uh huh.” I stared at her, sizing her up, wondering if I needed to get her some help or something because she clearly wasn’t all there. That, or there was someone forcing her to stay there against her will.

I leaned in, so that only she could hear me.

“Okay. So, this is your home? Is someone keeping you here against your will? I can get you out of here.”

“Oh, you’ve misunderstood, but I can see how you would.” Wisty gave a light, airy chuckle. “I didn’t mean anything by it, Mark. I just love this old garden.” She gazed over her shoulder, at the dead lawn. “Elenor took such good care of this place. It’s a shame that it’s come to this, but the earth, it seems poisoned…Something isn’t right.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking out over the dead grass and various beds of earth that had obviously been tended with care at some point. Again, I saw what it could be—a thriving garden, complete with a beautiful woman who liked to frolic amongst the flowers.

“Do you know anything about gardening?” Wisty asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Not much,” I admitted, and when I saw her smile droop, I continued, “but I learn fast.”

She smiled broadly, showing off her teeth, and I swore I caught a glimpse of a sharpened canine.

“That’s a pretty flower you have in your hair,” I said, watching her touch it again. “Did you grow it yourself?”

“Thank you, I did.”

“That’s amazing. I wish I had a green thumb like that.”

Wisty lifted her hand, looking at her thumb and then showing it to me. It was pale, almost white.

“It’s just a saying.” I chuckled. “Means you’re good with plants.”

“Oh!” She laughed along with me, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. “I’m always happy to hear that.”

For a few moments we sat there in silence, and my mind eventually returned to the house in front of me.

“How long have you lived here?” I thought to ask.

“My entire life,” Wisty replied. “And it never looked this bad. I’m sorry you had to see it like this.”

I shook my head. “The architecture is still amazing, and with a few touch ups, I know this place can be beautiful again.”

As if the house heard me, the nose of one of the gargoyle’s fell from the statue, pinging off the lower roof of the kitchen and flying through a nearby window, smashing it to bits.

“Well, more than a few,” I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck as heat colored my cheeks.

“I’ll say.” Wisty chuckled.

Something about meeting and talking to Wisty, who dressed eccentrically and was perhaps a little odd, again raised thoughts that fixing up this place was what my life needed, but I pushed the thought away, thinking it was my crotch talking rather than something a little closer to my brain.

I felt something brush against my hair, and I turned slightly as Wisty pulled her hand back.

“What’s this?” she asked, dropping something into the open palm of her opposite hand.

“Oh, that’s some glitter.” I looked down at myself. There was still a ton of the shit attached to me, and I was sure I got it all over my car as well.

“It’s pretty.” She poked it, making it sparkle in the sunlight.

“I’d give it all to you if I could,” I said with a soft chuckle. I shook the front of my shirt and tens of the glittering little stars flew off of me.

Wisty brought her palms together like she was catching snowflakes and grabbed as many as she could out of the air.

“I’ll ask the office to give me some without throwing it on me next time I come here,” I said.

“You plan to come back?” She finally stopped looking at the glitter and focused on me once again.

Huh, guess I am, I thought.

“I’d really like that,” she said, “it’s not often I get company. Not…good company, anyway.”

“What do you mean?” I frowned.

Wisty made a face, like she wasn’t sure she should say anything, but she cracked under my stare.

“Roommate problems,” she said.

“Oh?” I smiled at her encouragingly. Somehow, I got the feeling that Wisty was the sort who always asked how you were feeling, but never had anyone ask her.

“Well…” She hesitated, softly dabbing her lips with her tongue. “Aisling loves to play mean jokes, and since Belphie would probably kill her for tricking her…”

“She picks on you,” I finished.

Wisty nodded, a soft frown on her face and her eyebrows scrunching up.

I didn’t fancy getting in the middle of roommate drama, but I wanted to do something to make things a little easier for Wisty.

“If I’m ever gonna sell this place, I’m gonna need to fix up this garden,” I said, speaking slowly, carefully, so I didn’t reveal my thoughts of keeping this place to myself.

“Really, are you sure?” She perked up in an instant, like a puppy who heard someone pick up the treat bag.

“Mhm. Gonna have to fix this whole place, in fact.”

“I’d love to see that.” She smiled.

Clapping, I hopped to my feet. Wisty did the same.

“Alright, no time like the present,” I said.

“There are tools in the shed.” She walked away from me, a slight skip in her step as she headed towards a small shack that I’d almost missed because it was pressed up against the side of the house and covered in vines.

A quick search of the shed proved fruitless, because all the tools within were rusty or broken.

“Oh no,” Wisty whispered, her shoulders sinking. “Now what do we do?”

“I’ll run out and get some tools, no problem.” I patted her gently on her shoulder, enjoying the warmth of her skin beneath my palm but not letting my hand linger.

“Really?” I could practically see the stars in her eyes as she stared at me.

“Really,” I said as I started towards the house again.

Wisty started to follow, then stopped herself.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’ll wait here.” She smiled sweetly yet sadly, and I wanted to try to convince her otherwise, but she was already heading back to the fountain.

As I walked back through the kitchen, I wondered if Wisty was still living here, since there were no signs of anyone using the kitchen—and nothing there to use.

I made it to the dining hall and was almost through it when I saw a metal platter sitting in the center covered with a lid. It was the only thing in the place that gleamed, so it easily caught my eye.

“What’s this doing here?” I muttered, but my curiosity got the better of me.

I stepped up to the table, opened the lid, and let out a cry before my brain even registered what I saw.

A woman’s head.

Suddenly, the eyes popped open and the head let out a cackling laugh.

I screamed and slammed the lid back down.


CHAPTER 2


Wisty burst into the dining hall, her eyes wide and green hair messy, as if she’d run all the way to me after hearing the, rather unmanly, high-pitched scream I’d let out.

“Mark, are you okay?” she asked, looking me up and down.

I stood at the vast dining table, my trembling hand clutching the lid of the serving tray. I didn’t dare lift it again, I didn’t dare confirm what lay under it. I could still picture the severed head, with its bright green eyes that had popped open to stare into my soul, and the red hair that pooled around it like blood.

The way it moved had seemed so real, so life-like, and the fact that it laughed…

Maybe this place really is haunted, I thought, frozen in place. I held the lid against the serving tray like I was afraid whatever was under it would burst out.

“Hey man!” a voice called from beneath the lid. “It’s dark in here! And echoey. Helloooo!”

“Oh.” The terror faded from Wisty’s eyes, and she let out a long, low sigh. “I should have known.”

I gawked at her, blinking stupidly.

Wisty walked over to me, gently removing my hand from the lid. “This is Aisling,” she said, “she’s a dullahan with a…peculiar sense of humor.”

“A what?” I asked, but a thud from a doorway adjacent to us drew my attention.

I’d thought a severed head was the most frightening thing I could ever see, but…

That was before a headless body staggered into the room, slamming into the doorframe.

“Ow,” said the voice from within the lid.

“A headless spirit, basically. One who needs to stop hiding her head everywhere.” Wisty picked up a nearby spoon as if she was about to turn the lid of the platter into a makeshift drum set, but forced a smile and set it back down, freeing the head instead.

“Ah, there I am!” the head, Aisling, apparently, exclaimed. The body, which I’d just noticed had a stream of some kind of…fog coming from its neck that led towards the head, made a beeline for it.

“What the fuck,” I whispered. “How is that possible? Is it some kind of makeup?” I tried to keep my calm, tried to ignore all sense that what I was looking at was something I shouldn’t have been privy to, but as I turned to Wisty, I noticed her ears once more.

“Makeup?” She shook her head. “We’re monsters, Mark.”

“Right.” I staggered, then felt something hit the back of my legs. The next thing I knew, I was sitting in a chair at the table with Aisling standing behind me.

Now that she wasn’t in pieces, I noticed how beautiful she was, with a light smattering of freckles over her cheeks and bright green eyes that looked like polished jewels. Her hair was more red than orange, and it spilled down her back and chest. Her clothes weren’t anything special, just a pair of short shorts and a cropped tee, but it was the thick collar on her neck that caught my attention.

I touched my throat, wondering if I’d imagined everything.

“Don’t mind me, sometimes I just—” Aisling paused, giving a forced wink, “—lose my head!”

Wisty groaned.

I didn’t have the presence of mind to focus on that bad joke when I was faced with monsters. Literal fairy tale monsters.

Who just happened to be gorgeous women.

“You don’t look so good, pal,” Aisling said as she put her hands on her knees and leaned down to get a closer look at my face, which I was sure was pale.

I did my best not to stare at her breasts, but apparently dullahans didn’t believe in bras.

Boobs. Those I understand, I thought, my mind still reeling from the revelation.

“What’re ya doing here, fella?” Aisling asked. It was the first time I noticed a hint of an accent. I hyper focused on it to distract myself from the fact that she could apparently remove her head at will.

“He’s going to help with the garden,” Wisty said, and I realized she was at my side. “I’m sorry, Mark. I don’t even have a cup of water to offer you.”

“You guys are monsters?” I asked. My voice sounded distant to my own ears, like I was underwater.

“We are monsterfolk, yes.” Wisty reached out, gently touching my hand. “We don’t mean you any harm, do we, Aisling?”

“I dunno, I could go for some brains,” she replied.

Wisty and I shot her a look.

“Just kidding, I’m no zombie, but I bet I could outrun those fast ones from the movies,” Aisling said as she hopped to sit on the table. “On foot. Horseback is cheating.”

“Uh huh,” I mumbled, unsure what else to say.

“So, fella, what makes you want to tidy this place up?” Aisling looked around, then back at me. She cocked her head to one side. “It ain’t exactly much to look at.”

“But it could be,” I said before I could stop myself.

She narrowed her eyes slightly, a gleam of amusement in them. “We could make it a game…”

“No,” Wisty intervened, sounding uncharacteristically stern. “Mark’s seen enough for one day, he needs to rest.”

“So, are you gonna take him to your room then?” Aisling replied, and somehow I got the feeling that Wisty had walked right into her trap. She hopped down onto her feet and tugged at my arm.

“C’mon, fella, let Aisling show you around.”

“My name is Mark.” I didn’t budge. I couldn’t. My legs felt like watered down jelly and my heart hammered in my chest like I’d run a marathon, making me feel lightheaded and like I could spill my guts in a moment's notice.

I was mentally reprimanding myself when Wisty started to cough, and I turned my face to her. It wasn’t a soft cough, like she maybe just choked on some of the abundant dust, it was a deep, body-wracking cough that made her whole body shake.

“Are you okay?” I asked, forgetting my own plight.

She smiled softly, or tried to, between bouts of coughing. “I just…I just need to rest.”

“No worries, Wisteria, old gal, I’ll take care of Mark,” Aisling said, slapping her on the back.

Wisty nearly face planted into the table, but she caught herself at the last moment. With a withering glance at Aisling, she spared me a sympathetic look.

“I’ll be fine,” I assured, although I just learned that monsters were real. I was freaking out mentally, who wouldn’t be, but I felt like I was doing pretty well, all things considered. Most people would have run out of there screaming like a banshee the moment they saw the severed head.

Or so I told myself, to make me feel better.

“I’ll see you later?” Wisty asked, her pink eyes gazing into mine.

Seeing the hopefulness in her eyes and remembering how much the garden meant to her—hell, how much repairing this place with my own hands meant to me, I smiled.

“Yeah, I made a promise, didn’t I?” I said.

Her eyes squinted, the corners crinkling with mirth. “You’re a good man, Mark.”

“Just a man of my word.”

Wisty looked like she had more to say, but she started coughing again and instead waved to us as she headed outside. I assumed that she was just going to get some fresh air, but when I considered it, maybe she lived out there?

She clearly had some connection to nature.

Our earlier conversation started to poke at the back of my brain, but I didn’t get long to think about it, because Aisling clapped her hands together.

“Want a grand tour of the place?” she asked.

“Maybe later.” I’d intended to have a look around the whole place myself, but I didn’t know how many more surprises I had left in me for one day—and something told me Aisling was full of them.

“Aw, okay.” Her shoulders slumped, and I felt a little bad because I sensed how disappointed she was, but then I remembered her cruel trick.

Perhaps being alone with Aisling wasn’t the best idea in the world.

“I should head out,” I said, mustering my strength and dragging myself to my feet. “Been a long day.”

“Okay, I’ll show you to the door.” She turned on her heels with a wide sweep of her arms, then headed out into the hallway.

I followed, keeping a couple steps behind her just in case she decided to try anything funny.

To my surprise, she didn’t leap out at me from around the corner when she disappeared behind it, but she did pull a different stunt.

Aisling twisted the knob of the front door, but the thing didn’t so much as jiggle.

“Huh, weird.” She planted one foot on the sturdy door in a strange attempt to gain some leverage, then tried again, but nothing happened. Again and again she tried, but the door didn’t budge.

All at once, she dropped her foot from the door and took a step back.

“Guess you’re stuck here.” She shrugged.

“Let me try,” I said warily, expecting to open the door on the first try. She stepped aside, which immediately made me doubt my suspicions, but I tried the door anyway.

Sure enough, the damn thing didn’t budge.

“What the hell?” I asked, putting more strength into it—to no avail.

“I guess the house wants you to stay,” Aisling said.

I looked at her. A couple of hours ago that would have sounded insane, but now…

“Is the house haunted?” I asked, feeling the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

“Spooky, right?” Aisling’s eyes lit up, but she wilted under my glare. “The house is magical, that’s all. It’s what drew me here in the first place.”

“Great. I’m stuck in a magical house, with I don’t know how many monsters, and I’ve left my damn phone in my car.” I groaned as I patted myself down.

“Three.”

“What?”

“Three monsters.”

“Do I even want to know what the third one is?”

“Um, if I freak you out, then no.”

“Great.” I sighed and hung my head.

I was stuck in a strange house, in a strange neighborhood, with strange people—if they could even be called people.

What the hell was I gonna do?

I thought back to my promise to Wisty, as well as my own desires, and the answer came to me surprisingly easily.

“Do you have any spare rooms here, Aisling?” I asked.

“Lots of rooms in this old place, as long as you don’t mind some dust,” she replied.

“I’m not afraid of a little dust, but I’d rather not find any more heads laying around.”

“Mark never wants head, got it.”


CHAPTER 3


As I lay in a dusty old bed with moth-eaten sheets that I’d shaken out to get them as clean as possible, I couldn’t help thinking about the situation I found myself in. It was enough to give a guy anxiety, sure, but there was also something exciting about it, and it was a little like roughing it given there was no electricity and I had nothing but a bedside candle to light the spacious, yet sparsely decorated, room that I’d claimed as my own.

I’d taken the time to oil the rusted door hinge before I got into bed, but the lock was still busted and I needed some proper tools to fix that or anything else.

“Wonder why a magic house needs electricity,” I murmured as I stared at a nearby window, which was covered in dust. The branch on the tree next to the house kept scraping against the glass, putting me further on edge.

Rubbing my palm over my forehead, which I was sure was now coated with glitter and dust, I thought about my plan of action.

Before I did anything, I needed to get the electricity and water turned on, which meant I needed to inspect the pipes and electrical work. I was no professional at that, but I’d learned enough to not burn the place down.

With electricity, I could run power tools that would go a long way in helping to fix the place up. It was a huge job, but something about that excited me, reminded me of the good times, when I was young and holding a flashlight while my dad showed me how to fix a sink, or how mom showed me how to stage furniture to make a room seem more spacious.

Then I wondered if I really wanted to live in a house with a bunch of monsters—even if they were scarily attractive.

Leaning over, I blew out the candle and lay back in the bed, staring at the ceiling.

Money wasn’t an obstacle, not really. I could pay to have people fix the building, but something about that didn’t sit right with me.

The house groaned against the wind as if it agreed.

“Magical house, huh?” I looked around, my eyes slowly adjusting to the moonlight filtering in through the open curtains.

My thoughts ran in circles until I eventually fell into a fitful sleep, where I was greeted by a strange, dark-haired woman whose features I couldn’t quite make out. Though I couldn’t communicate with her, I sensed her watching me, evaluating me, deciding if I was worth approaching.

Her laugh haunted my sleep and seemed to ring in my ears even when I started to wake.

As I did, I became immediately aware of a weight on my chest. I didn’t own a cat, so I didn’t know what the hell was on me and first believed I was having a heart attack, but that was when it all came back to me.

I was in a magical mansion full of monsters.

Oh fuck, what’s on my chest now, Shelob’s offspring? I thought, struggling to find the urge to open my eyes. It’s not gonna go away, is it?

It didn’t. It just sat there without moving, as if someone had put a rock on me while I slept.

Sucking in a breath for courage, I opened my eyes and craned my neck, staring at whatever lay on me.

My first urge was to scream when I saw the head, but I caught myself, because it was one I recognized.

“Aisling!” I shouted, and she began to cackle with laughter. “That wasn’t funny the first time.”

“Was for me.” She grinned.

I looked around the room, saw her body hiding poorly behind a moth-eaten curtain, and sighed.

Was this what my new life was going to be like?

Would I wake up to this every morning?

It could be, I realized. I could shrug off my mundane old life and revive this old mansion with the help of a couple of sexy monsters. I never would have imagined such a thing in my wildest dreams, and I couldn’t help chuckling.

“Wah!” Aisling cried as my rattling chest sent her head rolling towards the floor.

“Gotcha.” I grabbed her out of the air and managed to avoid poking her in the eyes. “This time you're safe. Next time I’ll use you as a bowling ball.”

She cackled manically. “A bowling ball! I never thought of that. That’s a good one.”

Her body came ambling over to me, and I handed off her head with a sigh before getting out of bed. My body ached all over, like I’d slept on the ground, so I did a few stretches to try to get rid of the aches and pains.

It didn’t work, probably because Aisling was such a huge pain in the ass.

I stared at her—well, her head, which she held in her hands—as she gawked at me.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re surprisingly jacked.”

I looked down at myself, sitting on the edge of the bed in my boxers. I worked out a little here and there, but I never looked like this. My muscles were somewhat defined now, in a way they’d never been before.

“That’s new,” I murmured, rubbing my hand over my flat stomach.

I flexed my fingers, lost in thought. The only reasonable explanation was that I just hadn’t noticed how ripped I got, but even that didn’t make sense.

Given the strange new world I’d stepped into, it was also the least of my worries.

“Are you gonna keep standing there staring, or can I get dressed?” I asked, arching a brow.

“What, need a hand? I can’t detach those.” Aisling grinned. She plopped her head on the stump of her neck, then pulled out a thick strip of leather. Unsurprisingly, she used it to secure her head to her body.

Great, I’m already getting used to all this weirdness. I sighed and hauled on my clothes, hyperaware that I had an unabashed audience.

“Ready for the grand tour?” Aisling asked, but from the look on her face I expected that she had a few more tricks up her sleeve besides detaching her head.

“I’ll take a look around on my own, thanks,” I said. I almost felt bad when her shoulders slumped, but I wasn’t in the mood to deal with her antics—and I really did prefer to explore alone.

Aisling slouched out of the room, and I sucked in a breath of relief. She could be annoying, at times, but she at least listened.

Sometimes. I snorted a soft laugh. Better not test how long it’ll take for her to come back.

Waiting a solid minute for Aisling to get clear of the area, I soon exited the room and took a look around. I was on the second floor, though there was a third and probably an attic, not that I really wanted to explore the attic of a literally haunted mansion.

I hadn’t seen any stairs leading down, so I didn’t think there was a basement, but it wouldn’t have surprised me if I pulled a book off a shelf and a hidden passage opened.

That’d be awesome, I thought as I headed to explore the third floor.

It was much like the second, with about half a dozen doors lining the hall. Most of them were open, showing off rooms filled with dust and debris, but one door was closed. The moment I approached it, I sensed something ominous within and the haunting dream I’d had jumped to the forefront of my mind.

Let’s not tempt fate, I thought as I continued exploring.

A vase sat on a table beneath a window, holding a dead flower that nearly looked dried. The rest of the hall was empty, though somewhat bright due to the light pouring in from the windows in the open rooms.

The dust was so thick that I wondered if anyone lived on this floor, though I felt that foreboding sensation again as I looked at the closed door.

The longer I looked, the worse I felt, like something about the door itself was making me sick. My stomach churned, my skin raised into bumps, my head ached—it wasn’t long before I had to tear my gaze away just to feel some relief.

Right, that’s enough torturing myself, I thought as I made my way back to the stairs and headed down. The more distance I got from that room, the better I felt.

The first floor was by far the largest, but it was also the most damaged by what I could only assume were teenagers on a dare—or Aisling getting bored.

I shook my head at the thought, then headed for the front door, hoping that the house would let me out this time because I really needed my cellphone if I wanted to get the water and power turned back on.

And to call work, I guess. That was a mere afterthought. It didn’t matter. For the time being, I had enough money to take some time off. I could afford to pursue my interests.

Luckily, the front door opened with ease this time, and I managed to fetch my phone from my car. I wondered if the house knew that my intention wasn’t to leave this time, but that seemed silly.

Then again, so did the thought of a woman who liked to hide her head.

Whatever the case, I returned to the house with my phone in hand and began to look around for an electrical box, to make sure everything was in order there.

After finding nothing inside, I worked my way around the outside of the house until I found myself in the back garden.

I wasn’t surprised to find Wisty there, and she approached me slowly, seeming unsteady on her feet, but that didn’t shake the smile on her face.

“Good day, Mark,” she said, smiling sweetly at me. “How did you sleep?”

“Alright, besides some weird dreams,” I said.

“Ah.” Wisty nodded as if she understood something deeper than I said, but she continued before I could think too much of it. “Were you looking for something, or just enjoying the view?”

Looking around us, at the dead grass, dying hedges, and still fountain, I gave a soft laugh.

“Definitely the view,” I said as I fixed my eyes on her.

She tilted her head like she got my meaning but wasn’t sure if she understood it properly.

“Are you feeling any better today?” I asked.

Pursing her lips in a closed-lipped smile, Wisty nodded, but I saw right through her lie. She was obviously the sort of person who didn’t like to bother others, so I didn’t want to call her out on it, though I did wish I could do something for her.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured, folding her hands gently together in front of her. Her sweet smile was disarming, and I cleared my throat to keep from getting lost in it.

“I’m looking for the electrical box,” I said.

“Oh, yes, this way.” Wisty nodded, leading the way across the lawn. Her hips swayed back and forth as she went, long but smooth swings that made me wonder if that’s what she always looked like from behind or if she was putting on a show for me.

Either way, it was great to watch the bounce of her ass and the steady sway of her hips as they swung like the most hypnotizing pendulum.

Before I knew it, we were at the shed, and then I spotted what I was after.

“Great, thanks,” I said, taking the lead now that I knew where I needed to be. I carefully opened the electrical box and had a quick poke around. Everything seemed in order, as far as I could tell.

“We haven’t had power in years,” Wisty said. “Not since Elenor died.”

“Has it been that long?” I asked, then remembered the layer of dust and the general state of the house. That made sense.

I was somewhat surprised that I hadn’t stumbled on the house’s file earlier, but I figured someone else must have been holding onto it. They’d probably slipped it on my desk as a prank—or maybe out of spite.

I shrugged. It didn’t really matter.

Once again reminded of my dreaded day job, I figured I should take my leave and let them know I’d be taking some time off.

“I need to make some calls,” I said, smiling at her, “need to get the power and water running again, and all that.”

“The water!” Wisty clapped. “Being able to water the garden might help it.”

Glancing over it once more, I thought nothing short of a miracle would help the garden, but I didn’t want to upset her.

“I’ll give them a call, then,” I said, giving her my best smile so that she couldn’t see my doubt.

Wisty got so excited that she started coughing again, and I lightly patted her on the back, rubbing up and down it to try to soothe her.

“Thank you, Mark, but I think I should lay down,” she said, frowning.

“Of course, take care of yourself,” I said, drawing my hand back. “Can I walk you to your room?”

“No, I’ll be fine, but thank you.” Wisty smiled once again, then turned on her heels and walked across the lawn, to a small, unassuming building that almost looked like a greenhouse.

I stood there for a moment, admiring the strangeness of the ethereal woman with green hair and pointed ears, then turned to head inside.

A chill went up my spine the moment I entered the house, and I was struck with the thought that I was in the presence of something truly malicious.

The sensation faded just as quickly as it began, and I shook my body to rid myself of the aftereffects of the weird feeling.

Aisling came bounding around the corner then, and I resisted the urge to sigh.

“Visiting Wisty again?” she asked.

“Sorta,” I replied. “But I need to make some calls now.” I looked at her pointedly.

She didn’t take the hint, and I spent the rest of the afternoon with a bored and mischievous dullahan following me around the house while I tried to assess all the work that needed to be done. I managed to sneak in a quick call to order a pizza delivery, but besides that, she didn’t leave my side—except when I yelled at her that I needed to relieve myself in some bushes.

It struck me, as I went to my room for the night, that not a single soul called me, which wasn’t unusual, though I thought it kinda sad that no one missed me while I was gallivanting around in the world of monsters.

I’ll call work tomorrow, I thought as I lay my head down to sleep. And the water and electric companies too. I hope they can help me…I’m in desperate need of a hot shower.

My dreams were as tormented as they were the first night, with that ominous presence continuing to watch me. This time the figure, undeniably female, came closer to me, and I got the feeling that she was allowing me to see her, to make out the horns on her head and her purple eyes.

Her lips moved, but there was a delay between her speaking the words and them reaching my ears.

“Wisteria is sick,” she said, her voice haughty with authority. “She’ll not admit it, but she needs you.”

“What’s wrong with her?” I asked, hearing my voice echo around me. I tried to look closer at the woman, but the harder I looked, the fewer details I could make out.

“A garden nymph needs a flourishing garden, the same as a human needs a healthy heart to pump their blood.” She gestured at me with a long, pointed fingernail, and I felt a pinprick of pain over my heart.

Pain, in a dream? I thought.

“She is the core of the garden, and it is the core of her.” The figure came closer, close enough that I could see the purple of her lips.

“Now wake up, and do what you need to do.”

I bolted upright in bed, sucking in air like I hadn’t been breathing while I slept. My body was coated in a cold sweat that drenched the mattress and sheets, and I threw back the blankets, shoving my feet over the side of the bed.

I’d wanted to repair the house for my own sake, because it was what I felt like I needed to do to connect with some part of me that I’d lost. Because I could imagine what it could be, what it might have looked like in its prime.

“Wisty,” I whispered, picturing her smiling face. She was the sweetest girl I’d ever met, and she was obviously sick.

“A garden nymph needs a flourishing garden, huh?” I went to the window, looking out over the pathetic stretch of dead grass that the mansion called a yard.

And I made up my mind, then.

I would repair the mansion, turn it into something I could be proud of, just as I’d intended.

And I’d do it with the help of a couple of monster girls.


CHAPTER 4


“You’ve lost your damn mind!” Marvin shouted over the phone line.

He’s taking the news well, I thought as I held my cell phone away from my ear.

“You can’t just leave me! You can’t!” he cried. I pictured him turning red in the face while he practically strangled himself with his suspenders in frustration.

“Afraid so,” was all I said.

I didn’t owe him anything. I’d worked hard for him from the moment I started working as a realtor, I’d brought in uncountable sums of money and clients. I felt a little bad that he would have a hard time finding someone to replace me, but that went out the window in an instant.

“You’ll never be able to make this work,” Marvin said. I could practically feel the spittle flying from his mouth over the phone line. “I slipped that file onto your desk as a joke, Mark. No one wants it, it’s not worth anything, and it’s certainly not worth fixing up. There’s nothing there worth anything.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” I said coldly as I thought about the women who lived here, and the awful conditions they’d suffered, but mostly…

I knew what I was capable of. I knew what I saw in the mansion, and I knew what I needed to do.

“I’m buying this place. The commission I earned off that last sale should more than pay for something that’s ‘not worth anything,’ right?” I tried to hide the grin in my voice, but it was impossible.

“Mark—”

“Have someone draw up the paperwork, Marvin, and have them deliver it to me. Until then, unless there are any issues with the purchase, I don’t want to hear from anyone.”

I hung up then, feeling as if a weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

It wasn’t typical for someone to move in before buying a house, but I did just that. Because getting the electricity and water turned on left me at the mercy of city workers, I returned to my apartment long enough to shower and grab everything important to me. That wasn’t much, just an old photo album, old gaming systems, and basically all the nerdy stuff I enjoyed back when I wasn’t spending all my time selling houses—most precious amongst them being the Yu-Gi-Oh cards I’d played with as a kid. My dad had learned the rules to play with me, and I still had each of our decks.

I also grabbed my tools. As a DIY guy, I had most of the basics, and I often used them to fix up houses for other people, to earn myself a bigger commission via a more presentable house.

I’d never actually used them for myself. I never fixed up my apartment because it didn’t really belong to me, it never truly felt like mine.

This would be. It was.

The prospect excited me in unexpected ways.

My next stop was to the local garden store, where I had a worker walk me through the essentials. I was keen enough to know when he was trying to sell me something I didn’t really need, but I knew one thing I needed for sure.

Seeds.

Growing vegetables appealed to me most, but I thought of Wisty, the Garden Nymph, and I knew she’d appreciate some pretty flowers to look at.

And hopefully to make her feel better.

The garden store had a variety of seedlings, but they were questionable, leggy and limp, so I figured I could do better on my own.

I only hoped Wisty could hold on while the little guys grew.

It was the middle of the afternoon before I made it back to the mansion, but I was eager to roll up my sleeves and get to work.

I’d gleaned enough from talking to the garden store guy to know my first course of action.

Weeding.

In truth, even the weeds looked feeble, but I hauled my gloves on and knelt in the dirt that had once been a garden bed nonetheless.

The first weed really held on, and because I knew that I needed to remove the roots, I went digging around in the dirt for them before tossing the defeated weed into the beginning of a pile.

I got the hang of it quickly, digging my fingers into the earth around the base of the weeds and then pulling them free in such a way that they left little, if any, roots behind. I was glad for the gloves, not because I was afraid of getting dirty, but because I didn’t want to rip my fingers to shreds tearing the weeds up.

I had a small pile of the damned things thrown together by the time I heard someone approaching me from behind.

“Mark,” Wisty greeted, her eyes wide with wonder. “You’re really tidying up the garden.”

“I am.” I said, wiping the back of my forearm across my face.

Her smile grew mischievous, and she giggled before reaching out to brush a smudge of dirt from my cheek. “Thank you. I’ve often tried to weed the gardens but…”

“It’s a big job for one person,” I agreed.

“It’s a big job even for many people,” she said, a hint of sadness in her voice.

“Then, we best get busy, right?” I pointed to the bag of supplies I’d bought. “There’s some extra gloves in there, if you want to help.”

“Oh, yes, I’d love to!” Wisty hurried over to the bag and poked around, letting out soft sounds of delight with each new item before coming out with a pair of gardening gloves.

“We garden nymphs do not mind dirt, but weeds can be tricky,” she said, smiling at me as she knelt next to me in the dirt. “Do you know why we must weed properly before we burn the dead grass?”

“No, why?” I asked, but I already knew, the guy at the store had told me as much. I just liked the way her face lit up when she talked about gardening.

“Because they will grow back if the roots aren’t destroyed.” She beamed at me, and set to work ripping up her first weed. Her bare feet wiggled in the grass, and she stuck her tongue out slightly in concentration as she slipped her fingers into the earth. She seemed totally in her element working in the dirt, and I took a moment to really look at her.

Her green hair was tied back by a leafy vine, allowing only a few strands to fall around and frame her pretty face. Her cheeks were pale, as usual, but I swore I saw a hint of color to them that hadn’t been there before.

I wasn’t sure if the vines she wore were a part of her or simply something she dressed herself in, but today the leaves and soft cords were styled into a flowing, summer dress that stopped just below her knees. It was decorated with daisies, which, like the rose she wore in her hair, didn’t seem quite as full of life as a fresh flower should.

It came as no surprise when I caught her scent—floral and fresh, like walking through a blooming field covered in morning dew. It was surprisingly faint, considering the sheer number of flowers covering her, but it drew me in nonetheless.

Wisty worked while I watched her, then hauled the weed from the dirt, roots and all.

“And we burn the old, dead grass so that new grass may grow more quickly.” She beamed.

“Really? That’s cool.” I smiled at her, and we chatted amongst ourselves as we crawled around in the dirt.

The sun grew hot against my back, but I didn’t pay it any mind as I worked. Sweat beaded on my brow and stained my shirt, but as grungy as I felt, a strange sense of purpose and pride filled me.

My fingers were nearly numb by the time we sat back on the grass to take a break, and I looked at the progress we’d made.

We still had a ways to go, I imagined it would take a full week just to remove the weeds from the sprawling yard, but what was a week in the grand scheme of things?

I lay back on the ground and drew in a breath, closing my eyes. My muscles ached pleasantly and the sun was warm on my cheeks, and I found myself drifting off.

Something moved against my scalp, and I raised a hand to brush away what I thought was a grasshopper—only to find a flower in my hair. Many flowers, in fact. It took me a moment to realize that they were wound together into a crown.

I popped an eye open and spied Wisty leaning over me, a big smile on her face.

“How do I look?” I asked.

She blushed, but I caught a small nod. “The flowers suit you,” she said, seeming a little awkward.

“A crown fit for a king,” I replied with sincerity, to make her feel more comfortable.

She shyly twirled her hair.

“We…we should start some seedlings in the greenhouse!” Wisty announced, louder than she needed to, as she hopped to her feet and scurried off.

I rose with a groan, fixed my crown, and followed after her with my bag of goodies in hand.

It was my first time seeing the greenhouse up close, but it didn’t take me long to notice that, compared to the rest of the house, it was in pretty good shape. The many panes of glass, which were mismatched, were wiped clean of dust, and though several had cracked, it was clear that someone had tried to mend them with tape.

“Look here,” Wisty said as she opened the door and ushered me inside.

It didn’t take me long to realize that, on top of being a plant nursery, this was Wisty’s bedroom.

The small greenhouse was cluttered with plants, as one would expect, but there was also a bed sitting in the corner, neatly made, with a flower pattern on the comforter. It was covered in pillows, so many pillows that I had no idea if Wisty actually slept on the thing, and it held my attention for a few long moments before I took in the rest of the room.

It was only when I looked closely that I noticed the plants weren’t as healthy as I’d first thought. They were leggy, wilting, obviously struggling despite the fact that I was sure Wisty took special care of them.

“I tried to grow them without my powers,” she revealed, blushing softly. “We garden nymphs know much about plants, what to use them for and the conditions they prefer, as we should, but it’s hard to grow them without our powers.”

“Have you lost your powers?” I asked, frowning.

“Let me show you.” Wisty gently took the bag from my hand, set it on the counter, then grabbed a small terracotta pot with some dirt packed in it.

After rifling through the contents of my bag, she picked a seed, a type of rose that I suspected she might like, and pinched a single seed between her delicate fingers. She poked it into the dirt, then cupped the pot in her hands.

I watched as she closed her eyes and hummed a soft tune, as if singing to the plant. I looked between her face, her nose scrunched in concentration and her eyes tightly shut, to the dirt.

For the longest time, the dirt lay still in the pot. Eventually, some movement began to occur under the surface, then a single sprout broke free.

“You did it,” I said, beaming at Wisty, but that was when I saw the bead of sweat running down her forehead. “Wisty, that’s enough.”

She nodded, dropping her hands away from the pot and letting out a long, slow breath before wiping the back of her hand across her forehead.

She reminded me of a cold bottle of beer, the same way condensation dripped down the glass, sweat trickled along her skin in an oddly erotic sight that took my breath away.

“This is all I can manage right now,” she said, frowning at the seedling.

I raised my hand, patting her lightly on the back.

“Then I guess we’ll just have to do this the old fashioned way.”


CHAPTER 5


After browsing the internet for tips and tricks to get a garden started, I had a pretty good idea what I needed to do. The seed potatoes were hardy and I could just plant those straight in the garden when I’d finished weeding, but the other seeds needed to be germinated first.

I knew what that meant, in theory, but it took some reading around to learn the best way to get as many viable seeds and waste as little time and space as possible.

It was a bit of a tedious process, carefully folding handfuls of tiny seeds inside of paper towels, wetting them a touch, but not too much, and then tucking them safely into ziplock bags and labeling them, but I knew it would be well worth the effort.

Even as a bored dullahan plopped down beside me and let out a sigh.

“All you do is work,” Aisling complained. “When are we gonna have some fun?” She flicked some of her red hair over her shoulder and sighed.

“You haven’t even worked,” I pointed out, arching a brow as I took a swig from my water bottle. We still didn’t have electricity or running water, and that was starting to grate on me, because it limited what I was capable of doing.

“Excuse you, fella.” She frowned, folding her arms over her chest. “I tried.”

“You set the weeds on fire and almost burned down the house,” I deadpanned.

“At least now we know that the house is fireproof.” She smiled. There was something irresistible about the smile, even if it seemed a bit too wide for her face.

Though she looked mostly human, beside the slight point to her ears, there was something about her that always seemed…otherworldly.

Her red hair, long and wavy, was as much of a mess as usual. I could tell that she brushed it, but she obviously wasn’t a perfectionist—which worked for her. Together with her wild green eyes, they gave her an untamed appearance that certainly fit what I knew of her personality so far.

Aisling wore another of her cropped shirts, this one with the words ‘I’m nacho problem’ and a picture of a bowl of nachos on it. Like most of her pranks, her love of bad puns made me shake my head at her.

Her sweatpants, much too large for her, were pulled tight around her hips with a drawstring but were barely tight enough to keep her covered all the same.

The word comfortable came to mind.

“Are all dullahan like you?” I thought to ask. I certainly hadn’t met any people like her.

“Nah, they’re more into the whole ‘when a dullahan stops riding shit goes down’ thing.”

“Stops riding?” I arched a brow.

“Oh, oh!” Aisling hopped up and clapped hard. “You haven’t met Imogen!”

“My third housemate?”

“No, no, that’s Belphie.” Aisling waved her hand dismissively. She reached out, grabbing me by the hand and giving me a tug.

A week ago, she might have been able to budge me, but with all the work in the garden, I’d become surprisingly buff. More than that, my endurance was at an all time high, and I was able to do hours of backbreaking labor before resting—though I paced myself all the same.

Seeing the excitement in Aisling’s face, I couldn’t resist the urge to follow her, knowing full well that I might have been walking into a trap.

She led me outside through the front door, then around the left side of the house.

Of all the things I expected to see, a small stable was not one of them. It was clumsily attached to the side of the house, and even from a distance I saw nails and screws sticking out.

If I had to guess, Aisling made this herself.

“Imogen,” Aisling called, then whistled. “Here, girl.”

Instantly, I heard a clopping sound, followed by an eerie neighing that didn’t sound quite right, but I couldn’t place why that was until I saw the beast in question.

To simply call Imogen a black horse was a gross understatement. She wasn’t just black, she was black as night, black as the darkest corners of one’s soul. Her mane and tail were long and looked silky smooth, without so much as a knot in either, and it was obvious that Aisling took good care of her.

There was something eerie about Imogen, like she looked less solid if I looked away and saw her from the corners of my eyes.

Her shiny obsidian eyes watched me as she strode over to Aisling.

“My baby,” she cooed, petting along Imogen’s snout. “You’re such a good girl, aren’t you?”

The horse snorted in reply, then turned to me. She sniffed me several times, then snorted and nudged me with her muzzle.

“Wow,” Aisling said.

“What?” I asked as Imogen nuzzled her face into my head—nearly knocking me to the ground because she was so strong.

“She’s never like this with anyone but me. Imogen’s like a giant cat who hates pretty much everyone and will ignore them unless they open a tin of tuna.”

“Guess she just has good taste.” I laughed, raising my hand to stroke along Imogen’s jaw. “Maybe I should plant some carrots for you. Would you like that, Imogen?”

She snorted, and I swore she nodded.

“She’s not a normal horse,” Aisling said, as if reading my mind. “Super intelligent. Kinda ghastly. Not exactly of this Earth anymore.”

“I won’t ask what that means,” I said, continuing to pet the horse, who basked in my affections.

“Best that way.” Aisling nodded.

I spent a long time petting Imogen, enjoying the sort of peace that only an animal companion could offer.

“You should help us repair the house,” I said eventually.

“You saw what happened when I tried to help.” Aisling shrugged and looked away, her eyes half-lidded and downcast.

It was only then I realized that she wanted to help but had no idea how, that it was out of her depth, perhaps even against her nature.

“Tell me about dullahan,” I said.

“Well, what’s there to know?” She shrugged, then turned her eyes to the sky as if reminiscing. “We’re…well, we’re harbingers of death. When we stop riding, it’s to deal out death. We’re frightening, feared, rightfully so, because we can steal souls and cause a person to just…drop dead.”

I nodded slowly, taking the time to chew on her words. It was hard to picture playful Aisling as any of those things, but I reasoned that was perhaps the point—she didn’t want to be a bringer of death, she wanted to be a playful, fun-loving girl who people weren’t afraid of.

I had no idea how to deal with such a deeply seeded issue. It wasn’t like the lawn. I couldn’t just rip out all the weeds and plant new seedlings. It was an old wound, deep and festering, and it would take time to heal.

I knew that, I even knew that asking Aisling to help would probably cause us trouble, but I also knew it was important for her to realize that we weren’t afraid of her.

“Sounds pretty badass,” I said, smiling.

“Took you a while to come up with that.” She snorted. “But I appreciate it.”

“I mean it.” I pet Imogen some more, then looked at Aisling again. “I also meant what I said earlier. You should help us with the house and garden.”

“Doesn’t my sense of humor annoy you?”

“Well.” I sucked in a breath. “Sometimes, but everyone is annoying sometimes, right?”

“You’re not.”

“Not yet.”

Aisling tilted her head at me, her wine red hair falling in her face. She craned her neck to the other side, then looked at Imogen. “I can’t imagine it, can you?”

I chuckled. “Believe me, once I start nerding out, it’ll be a different story.”

“I doubt it, but…maybe you’re right.” Aisling faced the house, looking up at a broken window. “I live here too, I should do what I can.”

“That’s the spirit.” I raised my hand, clapping her on the shoulder. “We’ll find something that only you can do.”

“Only me, huh?” Her eyes sparkled. “You’re something else, Mark.”

“Something good or bad?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” Aisling said, but her huge grin told me otherwise.

Imogen bopped her with her snout, and I figured I at least had the horse on my side.

“Hey,” Aisling exclaimed, startling me. “Look!”

I followed the line of her finger to a window and saw, to my amazement, that there was obviously a light on inside.

“We have power.” I grinned.

Everything was slowly coming together.

“Mark,” Aisling said, an uncharacteristic serious note in her tone. “If I’m going to help, Belphie should too.”

I nodded. I’d been thinking along the same lines, and it seemed weird to meet a horse before my final roommate, but…

“I don’t think she’s ready to meet me yet,” I said.

The ominous feeling I got when I approached a certain room on the third floor lingered with me even now, and I had to resist the urge to shudder.

“Knowing her, she never will be,” Aisling said, but her expression lightened as she hugged Imogen before going inside the crappy stable to fetch a brush.

As I watched her brush out Imogen’s coat, I knew I had to add a stable to the list of things I needed to repair, but I was happy to do that.

Eventually, I headed back inside to test the lights and electrical outlets. A few lights blew when I flicked them on, but it was an easy enough fix, so I was pleased with that.

When night finally came, I was exhausted, and I fell asleep almost immediately.

Like every other night since I started sleeping at the mansion, I saw a strange woman in my dreams. Each time we ‘met,’ her appearance became more clear, the violet of her eyes brighter.

Tonight, as she sauntered towards me out of the mist, her hips swaying this way and that, I caught sight of a tail.

It moved back and forth, which didn’t surprise me until she got close.

It wasn’t just a snake tail, it was that of a rattlesnake.

She moved in a circle around me, looking me up and down, her leathery wings folded on her back. They were so small that I wondered if she could even fly with them.

The woman, whatever she was, wore a flowing black gown, so long that it seemed like she was gliding through the air rather than walking. The neckline cut low, so low that it exposed her navel, and the only word I could think to describe her at that moment was thick. Her breasts, loose in her gown, revealed all their natural fatness, and when she swayed they moved in opposite motions, daring to reveal a hint of areola.

It was almost funny. The concept of horns, wings and tail were all so normal to me now, I could admire the woman for how full her thighs and hips were, how wonderfully soft looking she was.

“You listened,” she said as she came to a stop in front of me. “The yard looks…Well. It looks like shit, but it looks less like shit than it did before.”

“I did.” I nodded. “Thanks for the heads up…Belphie.”

It was a shot in the dark, but judging from her expression, I might as well have made her drink sour milk.

“Don’t call me that,” she said, scowling.

“Then what should I call you?”

“Belphegor.”

“I sort of like Belphie better,” I said, “sounds cuter.”

“Cute?!” She scoffed, pacing in a tight, angry circle before rearing back to face me. Her tail rattled so hard that I thought she might whip me with it, and I felt a tension in the air, an invisible weight bearing down on me that threatened to flatten me into a pancake. “I could crush you with a snap of my fingers, meatsack.”

“And yet you haven’t.”

“And yet I haven’t.” All at once, she simmered down, her wings flexing on her back. “Because I may yet have use for you.”

“Oh? And what can I do for you, Miss Powerful Demon Lady?”

She hesitated, her lips twitching.

I knew she wanted something from me, she’d said as much, but I got the distinct sense that she didn’t want to ask for help—and that she didn’t trust me.

Something told me that I couldn’t pry it out of her, so I just nodded and let it go.

“There is something else,” Belphie said, blinking her violet eyes at me slowly. “Someone is creeping around.”

“Creeping around?” I asked.

She nodded. “Keep an eye open. It has not dared approach the mansion yet, but I sense it…Stalking the perimeter like a hungry dog.”

“Well, that’s suitably ominous? What is it? Who is it?” I asked, my voice filled with urgency.

“A force many have crossed, but few have come out unscathed. A force so evil, so vile, that I dare not speak its name aloud.”

“Can you give me a hint?”

She shook her head. I probed her with a few more questions, but she didn’t reply to any of them, just regarded me like I was a fool for asking.

Finally, I sighed.

“Are we going to keep meeting like this, Belphie, or are you gonna help us with the house?”

“I have no interest in the mortal plane. I am much more comfortable here.”

“And where is here, exactly?” I asked, looking around.

“Someplace in between.” She turned on her heels and began to walk away without a word more.

I started after her, but she got further and further away. No matter how much I outpaced her, she put distance between us, until she eventually disappeared into the mists, and I drifted into a deep, undisturbed sleep.


CHAPTER 6


I woke the next morning to a scream, and, surprised to find that there wasn’t a head propped anywhere in my bedroom, I yanked on my pants and ran out the door.

“Wisty? Aisling?” I called as I ran down the hall and descended the stairs. “Belphie?” I dared add, but the hair on the back of my neck stood on end as if something, somewhere was warning me to hold my tongue.

“Sorry!” Wisty called.

It sounded like she was in the kitchen, so I made a beeline for it and heard a distinct pattering against the floor that made my heart leap for joy and clench in dread all at once.

I walked into the kitchen to see water dripping from the ceiling.

“Well, I guess we have water now,” I murmured.

“I was just walking and suddenly cold water poured down my back,” Wisty sheepishly said. “I’m sorry for screaming, but it scared me.”

She turned her back to me, showing the dipping slit in her leafy dress, which was beaded with water. Her hair, which seemed to have taken the brunt of it, clung to her skin. When she twisted back around, I saw that she’d styled her vines and leaves into a thigh-length dress that coiled sideways around her, wrapping her like a mummy.

“Do you like it?” she asked, gesturing at her outfit, “I thought it might be easier to work in something like this.”

“Uh huh,” I said, and stood around in stupefied attraction for a few moments before the pouring water drew me back to reality.

“Wisty, can you run to the shed and get a bucket? I need you to keep it under the leak and empty it into the sink as it gets too full,” I said, taking charge of the situation.

“Will do!” She took off like a green streak, her bare feet thudding against the floor before she disappeared out the back door.

I matched her pace, darting to the side of the house where I knew the electrical panel sat. I flicked everything there off before I headed back inside. Unfortunately, in searching the house over the last few days, I’d never once found a valve to control the water, so I needed to work fast.

By the time I’d made it back to the kitchen, Wisty had placed a bucket on the floor and Aisling was standing in the doorway.

She wore another one of her sweatpants and bad pun shirt combo, this one with a picture of a bowl of chocolate pudding and the words: Thanks for pudding up with me.

I felt it was hinting at something, but I didn’t have time to think about it much.

“Aisling, I need you to do me a favor,” I said as I walked, heading for the toolbox that I’d left in the main area. “Check that there are no other leaks, and if there are, find something to catch the water.”

“Aye aye, captain!” Aisling saluted me and ran off, her feet thudding against the dusty floor.

I’d been so busy working outside, and dragging more dirt inside, that I hadn’t cleaned much besides the room I slept in, but it was on my list of things to do.

Grabbing my toolbox, I headed back to the kitchen, grabbing a chair from the dining room along the way.

“Let me,” Wisty said, taking the chair as I thumped my toolbox down on the counter and started to poke through it.

“Keep the door open to help this place dry out, too.” I found the tools I thought I needed, laying them out on the counter so that they were easy to grab.

I was sure I’d need something else at some point, that there’d be some problem I ran into that I didn’t anticipate, but I didn’t let that bother me as I leaped into action.

With Wisty holding the back of the chair like she thought I was an unsteady toddler, I climbed up to where the leak was and started cutting.

Admittedly, it wasn’t the brightest idea I ever had, but this was an emergency, I didn’t have time to open up the internet and figure out how to locate a leak without doing too much damage to the ceiling.

And anyway, the ceiling already looked like shit, so what did it matter?

“Mark!” Aisling called from the doorway as she skidded to a halt, once more giving me a salute. “There are no more leaks, just this one.”

I nodded, not wanting to open my mouth and let in a stream of sawdust and dirtied water.

I cut into the ceiling carefully, not going too deep so that I wouldn’t hit anything that was suspended within it, and that made it take longer to break through the ceiling. The wood itself nearly crumbled, and I ended up swapping to a retractable utility knife while silently thanking my lucky stars that I hadn’t fallen through the floor yet.

“There was a leak here before,” Wisty said, “It had been fixed, but it came back with a vengeance.”

“Leak 2: Revenge of the Pipes,” Aisling said in a dramatic tone like a movie announcer.

I shook my head, but at that moment the square I’d cut in the ceiling fell away, hitting the floor and crumbling like ash as water streamed onto it.

“Ah, hell, I can’t see the leak from here to tell how far away it is.” I raised to the tips of my toes, but I wasn’t tall enough to see anything. “I’m gonna need a ladder.” I looked at Wisty, whose face turned pensive. “And my flashlight.”

“Never fear!” Aisling raised her hands to the collar at her neck, which she untied and allowed her head to tumble into her open hand.

“Put me up there, and I’ll tell you how far away the leak is!” The next thing I knew, she’d grabbed my flashlight, flicked it on, then popped it into her mouth.

To my slight amusement and less horror than I thought I should feel, she handed me her head.

Sure, we could do this my way, but this was Aisling’s way of helping, so I didn’t hesitate to gently hoist her head and poke it carefully through the gap in the ceiling.

She sputtered against the flashlight and said something that was too garbled for me to make out, then, somehow, hopped in my palms to look in a different direction.

Aisling spat out the flashlight, which nearly cracked me in the head but luckily only hit my shoulder and fell harmlessly to the floor. “This way! Just like, a meter or so. The pipe has a crack in it.”

“Thanks, Aisling,” I said as I carefully lowered her head to hold her against my chest like a football.

Her wine red hair was covered in cobwebs, and it seemed wrong not to brush those away before handing her back to her body.

She blushed a little, but grinned from ear to ear. “I’ll give you some head any time you want, Mark.” She gave an exaggerated wink, and I rolled my eyes as she accepted her head. Instead of putting it back on her shoulders, she tucked it under her arm.

Wisty sighed and shook her head. I could tell she was tired of Aisling’s banter, but I didn’t pay it much attention.

I had a job to do.

Adjusting my position, I cut another hole in the crumbling ceiling, which had obviously been weakened by the last leak because it was almost like cardboard, and the water poured straight down out of a black pipe.

I also spied something else.

“A valve!” I reached for it and cranked the handle. It took some effort, as it obviously hadn’t been used in some time, but I managed to shut it with a little elbow grease.

The water slowed, then stopped, becoming a mere dribble.

“You did it!” Aisling said, clapping.

“I just shut off the valve. Now I need to fix the pipe.” I raked my fingers through my hair, dislodging dust and crumbles of wood, then pointed to the counter. “Hand me that roll of black tape, Wisty.”

She hesitantly left my chair after making sure I wasn’t going to suddenly topple over the back of it, then fetched what I asked for.

“Thanks. You guys are the best help I’ve ever had,” I said as I set to work wrapping the self-fusing silicone tape around the pipe.

“This is just a temp fix, but it should buy me a few days to get to the hardware store and get everything I need to repair the pipe properly.”

“Shouldn’t we do it now?” Wisty asked. “Wouldn’t that be better?”

I glanced down at her. I knew what she was doing. She was putting everyone else’s needs above her own.

The pipe might take a while to fix, I’d never done a job like this before so I needed to properly research and figure out what was the best method to fix the pipe—or if I should just replace it.

Then I’d need to do the ceiling.

Meanwhile, the weeds would continue to spread in the yard and Wisty would probably get sicker.

“The garden is our top priority,” I said with conviction, meeting her eyes.

The pink of her eyes wavered slightly, and I dared think a bit of moisture appeared there, but she smiled. “If you’re sure.”

“I am.” I nodded and set back to work wrapping the pipe. It was hard on the arms, reaching up, pulling the tape tight, and winding it around, but I managed it all the same.

When I felt confident that there was enough tape sealing the pipe, I turned the valve and waited.

To my utter delight, the tape held. Water flowed through the pipe, and not a drop dripped out of place.

Jumping down off of the chair, I grinned.

“Ladies, we can now take a shower!” I announced.

“Awesome, I’m tired of showering at the gym,” Aisling said. The revelation surprised me, but not overmuch, given how toned her body was.

“And we can turn the sprinklers on to water the plants, once we’re ready!” Wisty beamed, clasping her hands together and spinning in a little circle. “And the fountain, too, it’ll be just like old times!”

“Only better,” I assured, “because we’re doing all the hard work ourselves.

“Only better,” she agreed with a smile.


CHAPTER 7


We spent the afternoon and evening weeding, even managing to rope Aisling into the work, under the guise of a contest to see who could pluck the most weeds, and we made good progress in the garden—enough that we decided to start burning the area we’d already cleared so that it could begin to grow back.

Wisty retired first, which didn’t bother me because I knew that she got tired easily, and Aisling retired not long after, claiming she was bored. I was surprised that she’d lasted as long as she did, so I just nodded and set back to work.

By the time I finished, I was starving, and I went into the house with the intention of ordering a pizza, only to make it into the dining room and catch Wisty setting a plate for one.

“Mark, just in time,” she said, gesturing to the platter, which was covered with a lid. I was sure it was the same one that I’d found Aisling’s head under not too long ago.

“Sit, sit,” she urged, ushering me over to a chair, pulling it out, and then gesturing for me to sit.

I did, then I helped her push me in, since she wasn’t strong enough to do it herself.

“What’s all this?” I asked.

“I wanted to thank you, so I thought I’d make you something to eat.” She smiled, standing off to my side.

“We don’t have a fridge or stove,” I said, “and I doubt you went to the grocery store.”

“It’s stuff I foraged from the greenhouse.” She beamed.

She was so happy that my heart melted, and yet a sense of dread settled in the pit of my stomach.

When she lifted the lid and revealed a plate full of literal leaves that I wasn’t even sure were edible, I put on the most forced smile of my life.

“That’s so sweet of you, but you really didn’t need to.” No, seriously. You didn’t need to.

“I wanted to.”

Her smile was so wide that I resigned myself to my fate and picked up my fork. I spotted some dandelion greens among the leaves, which I knew were edible, so I went for that first.

It was a leaf. The leafiest leaf I ever ate. If it had some dressing or something it might have been palatable, and yet I had none.

“Mmm,” I said, putting on a brave face and a smile.

“Do you like it?”

“It’s unlike anything I ever had before,” I answered honestly.

Wisty narrowed her eyes slightly, scanned my face, then nodded and sat in the seat next to mine. She sighed.

“We garden nymphs survive on water, light, and thriving greenery. We don’t eat food.” She reached out, petting my hand sympathetically. “I wanted to try to cook for you, but I had no idea what to do. It’s okay to say you don’t like it.”

I watched her, wondering if I was walking into a trap.

“It’s okay, really.” She rested her hand over mine. “It was kind of you to pretend.”

“Well…when you put it like that…”

“It’s okay, Mark. I’ll find another way to thank you.”

I shook my head. “It’s the thought that counts.”

“Is it?” Wisty tilted her head slightly to one side.

“Mhm.”

She smiled sweetly at me, then put the lid back on the platter as if reassuring me that I didn’t have to eat it all.

My shoulders sagged slightly in relief.

“Don’t mind if I head out to grab some food then?” I asked.

“By all means.” She rose from her seat, then yawned, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Get a good rest, Wisty, you did a lot today.” I stood as well, pushing both of our chairs back in as I did.

“Not as much as you.”

I shrugged. “I’ve felt super energized since I started living here. My muscles ache, sure, but it’s in a good way, like they know I accomplished something.”

“Mine just hurt,” Wisty said, rubbing her forearms.

“Get a good rest tonight,” I said.

“You too.” She waved and set off, her hips swaying from side to side and her viny dress hugging her tight ass.

I popped out to grab some pizza and beer for a treat before retreating to my room. I half expected to find a head there, but it seemed like Aisling had run out of places to put it that could surprise me.

That, or she was getting me to let my guard down before she struck, quick as a mantis shrimp—which was pretty damn fast according to the Discovery Channel.

The thought spurred me to hook up my television and stream some shows from my phone while I relaxed and ate. I rewatched a few episodes of Batman: The Animated Series, and laughed at Harley Quinn’s antics a little less than usual now that I had a chaotic trickster in my own life and knew how annoying it could be.

“Ah, shit, I forgot all about what Belphie told me last night.” I slapped my forehead and checked the time on my phone. It was late, and the girls were probably settling down for the night.

It was nice having some time to myself, but it felt a little lonely without the two girls. I imagined Wisty would watch anything I put on with wide-eyed interest and innocence, and that Aisling would demand I put on a comedy or an action movie, something that could hold her attention.

The thought was pleasant, and it made me feel a little lame for watching shows by myself when I could have had company, but…

I knew that I wouldn’t be lonely for long. Something told me that the moment I fell asleep, Belphie would come to me in my dreams, her hips swaying and her violet eyes narrowed like she hated my guts.

She spent an awful lot of time in my head for someone who hated me, though. She could have avoided me, could have watched me from the mists if she was wary of me, but no, she came to me, she spoke to me.

And the moment I fell asleep, she came to me yet again.

“You had a mishap today,” she said, standing before me with a clarity that I’d never seen her with before. “But the house approves.”

“The house…approves?”

Belphie nodded, her black hair falling to the sides of her face like curtains. Her horns seemed to gleam, though there was no apparent lightsource for them to reflect. “You have not figured it out yet, have you?”

“I don’t even know what we’re talking about anymore,” I admitted.

“The house is as alive as you or I.” She sauntered around me, peering at me over her shoulder. Her snake tail, which was purple and matched her horns and the insides of her wings, rattled slightly.

“Is that so,” I mumbled, trying not to stare at her plump ass. Again, she wore a flowing black gown that hid her feet and made her seem like she was hovering. This one tightened around her hips and ass, then flared out at the bottom into a pattern resembling a spider web.

“Of course.” Belphie spun around, showing off the front of her dress, which dipped down her chest so far that I thought her breasts might spill out at any moment. There was a web-like collar protruding from the neckline of her dress, and if I didn’t suspect that she was a demon, I’d have dubbed her a vampire queen.

“Of course,” I repeated.

“It is magic, why else do you think the dullahan was drawn to it and the garden nymph dwells here?”

“And you?”

Her lips contorted in a snarl, and I knew I’d hit a sore spot, but the expression faded after an instant.

“And me,” she said, but I wasn’t buying it.

This chick had a wall up around herself as thick as her hips. She clearly didn’t trust me, though I supposed she had no real reason to, I also hadn’t given her reason not to.

“Keep repairing this dump, and you might just find more than you bargained for,” she continued. She looked at her nails. They were long, pointed at the tip—a deep, dark shade of purple.

“That’s cryptic,” I said.

“How else am I supposed to amuse myself?” A ghost of a smile flitted over her lips.

“Right, so I guess you’re not gonna tell me more about the evil creeping around, either?”

“Now you are catching on.”

I sighed, looking her up and down. Belphie was an enigma wrapped in layers of black silk. She acted like she hated me, but she came to me every night in my dreams. Instead of giving me proper answers to get rid of me, she drip-fed information to keep me interested.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost say she relished the time we spent together.

“So, what’s next, Belphie?” I asked.

She cringed at the name. “I told you not to call me that.”

“Maybe when you stop keeping secrets.” I grinned.

A pout found her lips, and I knew I’d beaten her at her own game. She might have liked to believe that she was in charge of our conversations, but I knew more or less what she was playing at.

Belphie kept nudging me towards things, goals I already had, but it wasn’t as though she had any way of knowing that.

From her point of view, I was probably wrapped around her little finger.

“You will see soon enough.” Belphie spun gracefully and started to walk off into the mists surrounding us. I knew better than to chase her this time, and I didn’t want to give her that satisfaction anyway.

“Later, Belphie!” I called.

She glared at me over her shoulder.


CHAPTER 8


“How come when you set shit on fire, it’s okay, but when I do it, it’s arson?” Aisling asked.

I snorted, glancing at her face, then her ‘You cannoli imagine how crazy I am’ shirt. It suited her, and not just in the ‘wow that shirt is really hugging her tits nicely’ way.

It took several days, but we’d finished yanking the weeds out of the back garden, and, after running around the yard after Aisling to keep her from getting too happy with my lighter, we stood back and watched the dead grass burn.

“Can I have the hose?” Aisling asked innocently.

“Are you gonna spray me with it?” I asked.

“I’m not.”

“Mark isn’t going to fall for that,” Wisty chimed in.

“You would.” Aisling grinned her eerily too wide smile.

She frowned, but didn’t deny it. Wisty was a kind soul who always seemed to think the best of everyone, even when she should probably know better.

I looked them both over as I watched them bicker amongst themselves.

Wisty had a little more color to her cheeks these days, and today she’d chosen to style her hair into a single braid, which hung over her shoulder and between her breasts. Vines curled around the mounds, lifting them and hiding them from my view before cascading down her body to pool above her thighs.

As usual, colorful flowers adorned her hair, this time many small blooms in pinks, reds, purples, and whites. I was starting to think that they grew there, but I’d ask about that another time.

Besides her food pun shirt, Aisling wore a pair of jean short shorts that were so skimpy I was sure her rainbow suspenders were the only thing keeping them up. The black collar around her neck, which held her head in place, had a little heart dangling from it.

They were both gorgeous, like supermodels, only better, because they looked great without all the makeup and Photoshop.

I found myself wishing Belphie would join us and looked towards the mansion. My eyes scanned the windows, and I saw a curtain swish closed.

I guess in her own way, she is, I thought, turning back to face the garden.

Black smoke rose into the sky, and I started to wonder if that was how it was supposed to be when I heard Wisty say my name.

“Someone’s coming,” she whispered, making herself smaller where she stood.

It didn’t take a genius to see she was uncomfortable and, glancing over my shoulder, I saw several people approaching us.

At least, I thought they were people. I didn’t really know. Maybe I lived in a monster neighborhood.

“Aisling, take Wisty inside,” I said.

“Aw, come on, let me in on the fun,” she complained. “I promise I won’t take my head off—I’ve been arrested for that like three times already.”

“That’s just this year,” Wisty chipped in.

“Right, well, I’ll have some questions about that later.” I fixed my eyes on Aisling’s, gazing into them to let her know how serious I was. “Wisty isn’t feeling well, I need you to go with her. Can I trust you with that?”

Aisling’s back straightened with purpose. She slid her arm into Wisty’s like she was about to help an old lady across the street, then dragged her across the lawn towards the house.

I’ll have to talk to her about her bedside manner later…

With the hose still in hand, I turned to face the people approaching me, who by now were close enough for me to make out some details, and my heart dropped.

Three women, each with a matching coiffed short bob that screamed ‘get me your manager,’ marched towards me like they were on a mission. Their leader, a blonde with sharp brown eyes that looked like they could burn a hole through steel, held up her hand as she stopped in front of me.

The other two obeyed. They instantly folded their arms over their chests and popped a hip to the side like they were scolding a child.

The look was only completed when the first woman wagged her finger at me.

“Mary Ellen, second in command of the HOA,” she introduced herself, still shaking her finger at me, “we’re here to greet you, new neighbor, and to tell you that this fire isn’t up to code.”

Oh fuck me. A soccer mom on a power trip, just what I needed.

I opened my mouth, but I didn’t get a word out before she continued.

“There are no fires permitted here, not without taking it up with us.” Mary Ellen stopped wagging her finger to point to herself and her companions who, so far, were mute. “Now, we do have the spring Luau coming up, and we’ll be roasting a pig over smoldering coals, but we have a permit for that, and we’re prepared for anything that might go amiss.”

I lifted my hand, indicating to the hose in it.

“So am I,” I said flatly. I had all the patience in the world for Aisling, but I wasn’t interested in dealing with some bitter middle-aged woman scrambling for the little bit of power that being a board member of the Home Owner’s Association gave her.

“Now, naturally, you and your family are invited to the Luau, you don’t even have to bring anything, just yourselves!” She chuckled, and the two women behind her did the same. “But you have to put this fire out now and…”

Mary Ellen stopped, looking out over the burning lawn, then up at the house.

“And doing something about all,” she gestured around at basically everything, “this.”

“You just pointed at everything,” I said, my ire rising. I planned to fix the place up anyway, but it pissed me off when someone told me to do it like I wasn’t already actively working on it.

“I did,” she said, “and I happen to know a great landscaper, my husband actually, he runs the company and—”

“No thanks,” I interrupted, holding up my free hand. “I’m not interested in taking the easy way out. I want to repair this place with my own hands.”

She tried to speak, but I kept going before she could interrupt.

“And I’m going to finish burning this dead grass. Everyone does it, there’s nothing wrong with it, and I was carefully watching it until you lovely ladies approached.” I smiled, but I knew it didn’t reach my eyes because I didn’t mean an ounce of it.

I turned back to the burning lawn and tapped my finger against the trigger of the hose spout, fighting the urge to chase the women off with a spray of cold water.

“Now, neighbor, there’s no need for that. The HOA exists to keep everyone safe and happy,” Mary Ellen said, her voice shrill and as sharp as her eyes. “There’s no reason we can’t get along.”

“There’s not, as long as you keep to your own business and I to mine,” I replied, resuming my watch of the fire.

She prattled on some more, but I drowned her out for a few long, droning moments.

“We can’t just have you and your bimbos coming in and ruining the place,” I heard her say.

I turned abruptly and pulled back the trigged of the hose, aiming the high-powered spray right at Mary Ellen’s feet.

She and her goonies leaped back like I’d shot at her and screamed indignantly.

“Don’t talk about them like that,” I said, my voice low with warning. It sounded like a growl to my own ears, so I could only imagine what it was like to them.

“The head of the HOA will hear about this!” Mary Ellen cried as the trio scurried around the house and presumably out of the front gates through which they came.

“Yeah, whatever.” I rolled my eyes, irritated that I didn’t just have an old property in desperate need of some TLC to deal with, but now some nosy neighbors and a frigging HOA of all things.

What a drag. I’d been riding the high from clearing the garden of weeds, knowing that meant we could soon restore it and help Wisty recover, but that all came crashing down around my feet when I realized this place wasn’t as idyllic as I first imagined.

With Wisty, Aisling, and Belphie in my life, I’d scarcely imagined that the biggest threat I faced was some petty human bullshit.

I stayed outside until all the dead grass was burned away, then dutifully watered it down, just in case.

When I’d finished, I headed inside to do some cleaning. There wasn’t a lot I could do to make the grass grow faster, or get the seedlings to sprout, so I decided to do some sweeping and mopping—not my favorite thing in the world, but it needed to be done.

Wisty and Aisling were nowhere to be found inside, but I just shrugged and went about my business.

It was hard, yet satisfying work to see the years of grime melt away after a good scrubbing, and though each floor seemed to take forever, I soon found myself on the third floor.

Once again, all but one of the doors were closed, only it didn’t feel quite so ominous as it used to.

Or maybe I’m just used to it.

I shrugged and went about sweeping up the dust. My straw broom was swiping at the floor in front of Belphie’s room when I heard a slight creaking sound, and it opened, but only a crack.

“So, you met them,” she said. Her voice sounded just as it did in my dreams, but her room was so dark that all I could make out was the purple of her eyes and lips.

“Who?” I asked.

“The vile evil.”

“You…you meant the HOA?”

She grinned, and I realized that perhaps Aisling wasn’t the only one with a mischievous streak.

“Well, thanks for the heads up,” I said sarcastically.

“They will not stop here, you know,” Belphie replied, all traces of the smile gone from her lips. “They will haunt you like the most sinister of ghosts, only their intentions are far worse.”

“And what are their intentions?” I asked. I didn’t expect an answer.

“That this place be…normal.” She shuddered.

My brows rose. “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, on that front. This place will never be normal with a garden nymph, a dullahan, and whatever you are living here.”

“Demon,” she supplied, confirming my suspicions. “And the house is magic, so it will never be normal, but I believe they sense that and it makes them uneasy. I can smell their fear—though they try to mask it with pretentiousness.”

I nodded. It made as much sense as anything else I’d seen lately, including a chatty Belphie who was acting surprisingly helpful.

An awkward silence followed, during which time Belphie’s eyes, or at least the one I could see, lowered to the floor.

“You missed a spot,” she said as she gently shut the door.


CHAPTER 9


By evening, I was exhausted from all the hard work I’d done for the day, and I’d definitely earned an early night’s sleep, but I wasn’t content to just go to bed—or even to chill in my room playing games.

No, I wanted to take stock of everything that needed to be done, so I found myself wandering in and out of rooms, a clipboard in one hand and a pen in the other as I took notes of each individual task I needed to do.

Sure, that made the list longer, but it almost made tasks faster to complete and more rewarding. Dusting the bedside table didn’t take long, but cleaning the entire room did, kind of thing.

I found myself on the third floor again, and I skipped over Belphie’s room with a glance at it, wondering if she’d make another appearance.

She didn’t, and I wasn’t about to hang around outside her room all night like some kind of creep, so I carried on.

Eventually, I came to a string hanging from the ceiling, and I looked up to see the outline of a hatch.

I figured that the attic of a house as old and mysterious as this was likely full of all sorts of interesting crap, so I didn’t hesitate to pull on the string and see what happened.

A set of wooden stairs opened from the ceiling, and I pulled them as far as they’d stretch, which was just to the floor. I mounted them carefully, testing each stair with a portion of my weight before daring to step onto it.

They were sturdy enough, and seemed to be in good shape, so I made it to the top of the staircase in no time at all.

The place was more or less as I imagined. There were tons of moth-eaten cardboard boxes sitting around, some marked with what was inside, though the writing was worn and faded. There was some old wooden furniture as well, and I inspected each piece closely—delighted to see that they were untouched by termites or anything else that might have harmed them.

A huge mahogany desk really caught my eye, and I was already planning to make myself a nice home office—or gaming room—when I spied a disturbance in the way the room was laid out.

Boxes were tipped over and pushed aside, though the layer of dust coating the floor and the spilled books from the box told me that it had happened some years ago. There was a cleared area where everything else was cluttered, and as I approached, an ominous cold trickled down my spine, reminding me of the way Belphie’s room and her show of power made me feel.

As I got close, I saw that there were some candles fused to the floor with melted wax, as well as something drawn in crimson spray paint on the floor. A thick book that could best be described as a tome sat open in the middle of the complicated array of lines joining points in the circle. Strange symbols sat between the lines, what I assumed was an alphabet that I had never seen before.

I walked closer, or tried to.

The moment my foot lifted from the ground, the ominous power struck me like a brick wall, and I stumbled backwards, nearly falling down the stairs.

The intense feeling grew and grew until I could do little else but back down the stairs and avoid looking directly at the strange display.

After closing the path to the attic, I took a few more steps away from the space, then I finally felt comfortable enough to take a breath and gather my thoughts.

I didn’t know what I’d discovered, but there was one thing I was sure of—it was connected to Belphie.

So, with that in mind, I headed towards her room, which was just a few strides away from the attic hatch.

“Hey,” I said gently as I tapped my knuckles against her door. “I just found something strange in the attic, I was—”

“Stay out of the attic!” she shouted, and I heard several thumps from within her room before the door swung open to reveal a disheveled and obviously pissed off demon woman.

My eyes flitted over her body, which was just as thick and wonderfully curvy as her dream form. Sure, she had horns, a tail that rattled at me and looked like it wanted to whip me, and a set of wings that were curled so tight that she looked ready to explode, but I was captivated by the lacy black teddy that she wore.

The sheer material left little to my imagination. Through it, I saw the flesh of her ample breasts, the curves of her hips, the hint of pink where her nipples were hidden behind a small swatch of black fabric.

My eyes trailed downwards to find that the bottom was as revealing, showing me the outline of her pussy lips pressed between her full thighs. An elastic strap connected the body of the teddy to some matching stockings.

My mouth went dry.

“There is no reason for you to go up there,” she continued, her sharp tone hauling me away from my horny thoughts.

Belphie, though short-tempered, often tried to mask her emotions when she caught herself slipping, but this time she didn’t try to keep up the facade of an ice queen.

She was livid.

“You humans are all the same, going where you please, doing what you please, treading where you have no reason treading,” she snarled, and I saw a flash of fangs in her mouth.

“Belphie, I—”

“Stay away from the attic, Mark. Do not ever go up there again, not if you value your life.”

Belphie slammed the door before I could get a single word in, and I stood there for a moment, confused as to what exactly I’d done wrong, annoyed that she’d reacted like that, slightly aroused because fuck, was she hot.

I took in a breath to clear my mind. Belphie had tried to ban me from a part of my own house, which wasn’t happening, but as I looked back on our conversation—if it could even be called that—I saw her anger for what it was.

Fear.

Taking one last look at her door, I headed for the stairs. Only a fool would try to get answers from someone who clearly didn’t want to give them. I decided to look for someone who might be more willing to give me information.

“Hello Mark,” Wisty said as I met her in the garden. The sun was high and her cheeks were slightly flushed from the heat. “What did those humans earlier want, were they friends of yours?” She beamed at me until she saw my expression. “What is it?”

“They weren’t my friends and I doubt they ever will be,” I said. Honestly, I’d forgotten all about the HOA, but they were the least of my worries at the moment. “I wanted to ask about the attic.”

“Ah, so you finally found it,” Wisty said, timidly playing with a strand of her hair. “Belphie wouldn’t like me talking about it…”

I saw her getting worked up, and I put an arm around her shoulders, guiding her towards the fountain so that we could sit on the edge. I kept my arm around her, rubbing her back.

“You don’t have to tell me anything that makes you uncomfortable, Wisty, but I’d like to know what’s going on in my own house,” I said gently.

She nodded, her eyes glazing over for a moment as she thought. I waited for as long as she needed, and eventually she turned to me, her pink eyes boring into mine.

“I trust you, Mark, and this isn’t something that I tell you lightly,” she said.

The severe tone of her voice alarmed me, but I nodded despite the churning in my stomach.

Whatever was going on, I needed to know.

“Belphie is bound to the house by the circle in the attic,” Wisty said, keeping her voice low, like she was afraid the other woman would overhear. “It was drawn from a book that was in Elenor’s collection.”

“The tome,” I said, recalling the thick, leather-bound book I’d seen on the floor.

“Yes.” She nodded. “Ordinarily, a demon’s summoning circle will bind it to a person, but they messed it up and bound her to the house.”

“Okay,” I said. It was hard to believe that something as simple as a circle drawn in spray paint could bind something as powerful as Belphie, but I was still new to this world. “So, why didn’t she destroy it?” I asked.

“Magical creatures can’t touch summoning spells, none of us can interact with it.”

“Okay, then I’ll destroy it.” I went to stand, but Wisty grabbed my arm, so I sat back down with her.

“You’re a great man, Mark.” She smiled, but it was sad. “But in order to free Belphie, you must rewrite the spell.”

“Then let’s do that?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know which runes to alter, and Belphie isn’t going to tell you.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because she’s afraid you’ll change the circle to bind her to you instead. You’d have complete control over her. She wouldn’t be able to disobey you. You would be her master.”

Suddenly, Belphie’s anger and fear made sense. She didn’t trust people. She didn’t seem to trust anyone but herself, so she certainly didn’t trust me with the knowledge that might trap her even further.

“Okay,” I said, mulling everything over. “But the answer should be in that book, right? Maybe if I study it, I can figure out how to free her.”

Wisty smiled fondly. “You’re a gentle soul. I knew I was right to trust you.”

“Thank you for trusting me.” I smiled back at her, gazing into her bright eyes until she flushed slightly and looked away.

“Are you going to go get the book?” she asked.

I took a deep breath. “Tomorrow. I’m not sure I could handle going up there again today.” I turned my body slightly towards her. “But how are you? Are you feeling okay?”

“My body gets stronger every day,” she assured, resting her hands gently in her lap. “It will take some time before I’m back to my full strength, but this is the best I’ve felt in a long time.” Wisty reached out, lightly pressing her hand over mine and giving it a soft squeeze before pulling back.

Warmth spread through me, and I sat there with her, enjoying her presence and the rare moment of peace.


CHAPTER 10


It turned out that retrieving the book was the easy part—reading it was like trying to make sense of hieroglyphics, and for all I knew, it was.

I’d been optimistic thinking that freeing Belphie would be a quick job, just a matter of changing one symbol and then she’d be free.

The book appeared to be in some old dialect of English, one I could scarcely understand. Oftentimes I found myself googling phrases, sometimes the internet knew what it meant, sometimes I had to make my best guess.

Other parts were in a language that the search engine couldn’t even identify, so I figured those words were written in some demon tongue.

I took notes, I studied, I poured over that book for an entire day, but I barely made any progress, so I made the executive decision to spend my days fixing the house and the evenings studying the book by candlelight—we had power now, but that just seemed more fitting. Maybe I was picking up some of Aisling’s flair for the dramatic.

When I wasn’t working on the lawn or trying to decipher the book, I spent my time with the girls, who were always eager to have me around—though Belphie still seemed kinda pissed at me, I didn’t think she realized I was now in possession of the ancient tome that held the secrets to her freedom.

Wisty, Aisling and I had picked out some basic appliances, like a fridge and stove. I’d tried to buy a new washing machine, but Wisty insisted on washing my clothes by hand and hanging them out to dry. She said they smelled better that way.

Through some miracle or higher power, I’d managed to wrangle Aisling into helping scrub the spray paint off of the walls on the first floor, and the place was already starting to look like home—certainly more than my apartment ever had.

Curiously, instead of feeling tired each morning from the strenuous work I put in the day before, I felt stronger than ever, and my endurance was at an all time high. It seemed like nothing could slow me down, and that feeling, along with the constant thrill of accomplishment, kept me working hard.

I kept busy with my own laundry list of things that needed to be fixed, but I was surprised when the HOA sent their own list of apparent rules I had broken by just existing.

Aisling turned that list into a paper airplane and amused herself flying it around the house while I ate my breakfast in the backyard.

The grass had already started to regrow, I wasn’t sure if it usually happened that fast or if it was magic grass, but it was a beautiful sight to behold.

But not quite as beautiful as Wisty frolicking amongst the first dandelions that popped up.

She had her hair tied back in a ponytail, with two braids hanging on either side of her face that had tiny pale blue flowers woven into them. Her pink eyes glinted with delight as she smoothed her bare foot over a blade of grass.

To my surprise, she wasn’t wearing vines, rather she seemed to have a skirt made of pink flower petals that matched her eyes and a tubetop of delicate white petals.

I couldn’t help but think how easy it would be to rip all of her clothes away, but I cleared my throat and shoved the thought aside as she came skipping over to me.

“Mark, look!” Wisty twirled, her fingers tracing the petals. “I was finally able to conjure something other than vines.”

“That’s great.” I grinned. “Looks amazing, too.”

She stopped her spinning and brought her hands up over her chest, a deep blush gracing her cheeks.

“Thank you,” she whispered, trying, and failing, to tuck a thick braid behind her ear.

I chuckled softly at her, catching a hint of citrus in her usual floral scent.

“S…some of the seedlings are ready to be planted!” she declared, just a little too loudly. Covering her mouth with one hand, she cleared her throat before continuing in her usual tone, “We should do that soon.”

“While Aisling is occupied?” I asked knowingly.

“She’s much too rough for the poor little things.”

“She’s too rough for me.”

Wisty giggled, and we walked together to the greenhouse to fetch the seeds that I’d started a few days ago. We had to open each sealed plastic bag, then carefully unfold each paper towel to check which batch of seeds was ready, but we chatted while we worked and enjoyed each other’s company.

Before we planted the seedlings outside, we decided to plant them in small pots in the greenhouse, to give them that extra bit of nurturing that would hopefully help them survive the wilds of our lawn.

It was a messy and cumbersome task, carefully packing hundreds of little seedlings into every container that we could get our hands on, but I kept catching myself just staring at Wisty and smiling at the way she stuck the tip of her tongue out whenever she was focused on something.

Things were going well until Aisling joined us.

She entered the greenhouse with her usual boisterous greeting, and then slammed her detached head down on the table, making me cringe. It didn’t seem to hurt her, though, and she didn’t hesitate to pick up a flower pot and place it on the stump of her neck.

“Look, I could be in Plants vs Zombies,” she said, sticking her arms out and ambling around the room while her head groaned out zombie sound effects in the background.

“How do you even know about all these things?” I asked.

The pot on her head started to teeter dangerously to one side, so I snatched it before it fell.

“Aw, come on, I’m just playing around.” She reached for the pot, but because her head wasn’t attached—I suppose that screwed up her depth perception—one hand smacked me in the mouth and the other knocked the pot out of my hands. “Oops.”

“Aisling.” A hint of a growl lined my voice, but Wisty gently touched my arm.

“Please be careful in here,” she said, then used her free hand to gesture to the freshly potted seedlings. “These little ones are fragile, we must be gentle with them.”

“I can be gentle,” Aisling insisted.

Her body swung around, outstretched arms knocking half a dozen of the little flower pots off the table. “Oops.”

Somehow, it didn’t sound sincere, and I got the impression this was all a joke to her.

“Ow,” Wisty said, and my attention snapped to her.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“Wisty…”

“Just…my foot.” She played with a lock of hair, pointedly avoiding my eyes.

That’s when I saw the sizable gash in her foot and the broken glass pot that had obviously caused it.

“I’ll get a broom and clean this up,” Wisty said.

“No, stay there.” I looked around, then, seeing no other option, I gently swept her into my arms. I carried her like a man carries his wife on their wedding night, and the intimacy wasn’t lost on me as I felt the heat of her body against mine—the supplesness of her thighs, the silkiness of her hair, the rise and fall of her chest.

“Oh!” she let out a small yelp of surprise and clung to my clothes.

I swallowed hard to keep my thoughts where they ought to be and not where they wanted to go, especially when Wisty wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled herself closer to me.

Her floral scent, as delicate and sweet as she was, threatened to overwhelm me as I cradled her small body against my much larger one.

“Me next!” Aisling shouted, tugging at me so hard that I nearly dropped Wisty.

That was the last straw.

“No, you’re not next, Aisling,” I snapped. “Can’t you see what you’ve done? The hurt you’ve caused?”

“I didn’t mean to,” she said, grabbing her head and propping it back on the stump of her neck.

“Not everything is a joke.” I carried Wisty to the corner of the room, carefully stepping around dirt and broken pots as I went. “We worked hard on replanting those seedlings, and look what you’ve done to them. Look what you’ve done to Wisty, who’s only ever been sweet and patient with you.”

“It’s okay, Mark, really,” Wisty said as I sat her down on the edge of the bed.

“No, it’s not, but I know you’re too nice to say that.” I looked her up and down before turning to face Aisling once more. “You need to learn when to be serious, Aisling. You can’t goof around all the time and ignore the impact it has on other people. I won’t let you do that.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt her,” she argued. “I didn’t mean to make a mess.” She crossed her arms over her chest and stuck her chin up in challenge.

“It’s not about what you meant to do, it’s about what ended up happening because you were fucking around when you shouldn’t have been.” I turned away from her then, ignoring her protests and fixing my attention on Wisty.

“Is there a first aid kit around?” I asked.

She nodded and pointed to a chest in the corner of the room, but I saw her eyes follow Aisling out of the greenhouse, and I knew she felt bad.

“It’s not your fault,” I said before she could start blaming herself. “I should have put my foot down sooner.” I went to the chest and, brushing the tangle of vines covering it aside, I opened it and rifled around until I found what I needed.

Then, I knelt next to the bed in front of Wisty. She sucked in a breath.

“It won’t hurt too bad, I promise,” I said.

“Oh, I, uh…”

Her face turned a shade of red that matched the flower she had tucked into her hair, and I couldn’t help smiling.

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about, we all get injured sometimes,” I said as I gently took her foot into my hand. It was soft and smooth, and though I generally didn’t care much for feet, I thought hers looked perfect—like they were taken care of. She had the cutest little toes, and I was surprised to find them painted a shade of pink that matched her eyes.

She shivered from the tip of her toe to the top of her head, and her fingers latched onto the bedspread, knotting them in her fists.

For a second I wondered what was with that reaction, but I pushed it aside as I took some antiseptic from the first aid kit and began to gently apply it to her wound.

Wisty bit her bottom lip, but didn’t utter a word or make a sound of complaint as I diligently cleaned the gash on her foot. She just watched me, her pink eyes large and her cheeks a matching shade.

“Does it hurt?” I asked as I wiped a clean, dry cloth over the wound to prepare it to be bandaged.

“Not much.” She anxiously twirled a lock of hair around her finger. “Truth be told, I heal fast. It’ll be gone in a day or so.”

“That’s a relief.” I smiled.

A soft sight left Wisty’s lips that almost sounded, well, wistful.

It had been a long time since I took a first aid course, but I felt pretty confident in my work as I looked over Wisty’s bandaged foot.

“It’s not too tight, is it?” I asked.

“No, it’s just right,” she smiled, but it faltered.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Well, it’s just…”

“Just?”

“I feel bad for Aisling, I know she didn’t mean any harm.”

I sighed. “You’re too nice.” I pushed myself to my full height and walked to fetch the broom that sat near the door.

“Is that a bad thing?” Wisty asked.

“I just wish you’d think of yourself more, y’know, put yourself first.” I swept up the mess of dirt and shattered pots, frowning at the seedlings who didn’t get a chance to reach maturity. I made a mental note to never let Aisling into the greenhouse again.

“Everything you do seems to be for the benefit of someone besides yourself.” Walking across the room, I poured the dirt and glass into a small cardboard box we’d been using to hold the pots, then tossed it into the trash. “Making food for me, washing my clothes, helping out with everything…The only thing you’ve done for yourself is plant related.”

“It’s all I know.”

I paused, then slowly turned to face her.

“What else would I do?” she asked.

Her expression was a complicated mess, one that I didn’t dare step into at the moment, not when I’d given her such food for thought.

“Whatever your heart desires,” I said, “and if I can help with that, I will.”

“Whatever I want?” she mused, the words so quiet that my ears had to strain to pick them up.

“Right now I want…”

“Yeah?” I grinned.

“I want…”

“You can do it."

Wisty bit down on her bottom lip and glanced around the room like she was about to tell me a huge secret. Her lashes fluttered at me, looking me up and down before glancing to the door.

Still, she said nothing, so I moved forwards, sitting beside her on the bed. She instantly took my hand, placing it in her lap and giving it a little squeeze.

“Wisty, it’s okay, you can tell me,” I said, giving my best reassuring smile.

She held my hand tighter, as if she needed the support, and rocked back and forth slightly where she sat, like she couldn’t hold in what she was about to say any longer.

“I want you to go to Aisling and make her feel better.”

All the air nearly left my chest at the declaration, but I knew it wouldn’t be easy for Wisty to get over her too-kind nature and admit what she really wanted.

Hell, it wasn’t even her that admitted we needed to fix the garden to make her feel better.

“Okay,” I said all the same, because I did feel at least a little bad for yelling at Aisling the way I had. “But you need to think some more about what you want while I’m gone.”

“Deal!”


CHAPTER 11


Given how unpredictable Aisling was, I was surprised that I managed to find her in the first place that I looked—Imogen’s stable.

The HOA must not know this devil-ghost horse is here or they’d lose their shit, I thought as I leaned on the doorway and watched Aisling smooth a brush over Imogen’s shiny black coat.

She didn’t look at me, but seeing how much she cared for her horse gave me an idea.

“You know, Wisty cares as much about the garden as you do about Imogen,” I said.

Aisling didn’t look at me, didn’t even acknowledge me, she just continued brushing.

“How would you feel if someone hurt Imogen?” I asked.

“Pretty bad,” she replied in a stoic tone that didn’t suit her.

“Do you need Imogen to live? To be well?”

“I feel like I do.”

“Wisty needs the garden, and we need to get it back into good shape so she feels like herself again,” I gently explained, though her flat tone made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

“I know, I just didn’t think about it in the moment,” she admitted. “I just wanted to have some fun.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to have some fun.” I entered the stable, approaching Imogen, who raised her head to look at me. The place, perhaps surprisingly, actually smelled like a stable instead of, I don’t know, a place where a demon horse might live.

“Then why do I keep scaring everyone away?”

The whispered words were nearly lost to me, but they broke my heart.

“Elenor loved Wisty like a daughter, but I was…just someone she took in because she felt bad that I didn’t have anyone else.” Aisling paused, looking at me with a surprisingly blank expression. “I’m not even from here, I got stranded here decades ago, when I took a boat across the ocean to find…”

“To find what?” I asked.

She tapped her head.

“Someone stole your head?” I asked.

“Well, sorta. More like I put it somewhere to scare someone and they didn’t find it…ever.”

I sighed. That sounded very much like the Aisling I knew.

“So, I found myself here, in this strange land, and I was drawn to the magic of this house.” She sighed, letting the hand holding the brush fall to her side. “Elenor was a young woman then, but she still didn’t have much patience for my pranks. Didn’t stop me, but…”

“It hurt seeing how much she loved Wisty,” I said.

Nodding, she went to the corner and flopped to sit on a stool.

“She never really accepted you for who you were, did she?” I asked.

Aisling shook her head.

“Look,” I began, and I crossed the stable to stand in front of her. She stared at her feet, so I crouched in front of her to get her to look me in the eye. “I didn’t know the woman, so I can’t say anything about her, but I’m glad you’re here, Aisling. This is your home as much as it is my own.”

Her bottom lip trembled and she nodded, and I could tell she wanted to cry, but she kept her head high despite the watering of her eyes.

“But, and I’m saying this in your best interest, you need to know when to tone it down, okay?” I smiled at her gently, and she nodded.

“How will I know?”

“Well, I think that’s something you have to figure out for yourself.”

“Damn,” she said in her usual playful tone, then sniffed.

“I know you can do it.” I patted her on the knee and stood. I felt something hot on the back of my neck and turned to see Imogen, who nudged me with her nuzzle.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to ignore you.” I chuckled, running my fingers over her face.

The three of us enjoyed a surprisingly calm and quiet moment together that reinforced my belief that Aisling was just bored and lonely. That she could learn when and where her tricks were appreciated.

“I kinda get why she likes you,” Aisling eventually said.

“She likes me because she’s got great taste, don’t ya, Immy?” I asked, ruffling my fingers through her mane.

She snorted and bumped me with her snout.

Aisling laughed. “No, not her. Wisty.”

“Wisty?” I repeated.

“Oh boy, do I really need to explain this?” A mischievous look entered her eyes. “Wisty has a crush on you.”

“Oh,” I deadpanned, unsure what else to say—unsure if this was another prank. I narrowed my eyes at her, but she didn’t flinch.

“Besides being the only guy she’s seen, like, ever, you’re…sweet.” Aisling looked at me, her expression serious once more, but her face soon split in a grin. “I’m not too sure what I think of you yet, but I think she has good tastes.”

“Uh, thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say. Somewhere deep down I’d sensed something blossoming between Wisty and I, but it built slowly, and even knowing that she liked me, I didn’t want to rush. It didn’t feel right. I wanted to wait and see what became of the growing attraction I felt for her, and I wanted it to happen gradually.

And not just because it had been a while since I was in the saddle.

“I wish you hadn’t told me that.” I sighed. “Now I’m overthinking all the time we’ve spent together.”

“That’s me, Aisling, the eternal pain in the ass.” She chuckled, resting her hands in her lap, but it faded slowly. “Thank you for coming to talk to me, Mark.”

“Yeah, of course.” I smiled, then turned my attention back to Imogen to keep from thinking about her revelation too much.

I took my leave of Aisling and Imogen after spending a little more time with them, and retreated to my room to relax for a while before I picked up the thick tome that has been used to summon Belpie.

I scarcely knew where to begin with the damn thing no matter how many times I pored over it, but that didn’t stop me from opening it to the page with her summoning spell on it.

As much as I studied the book, I knew it wasn’t enough.

I needed to go back into the attic and to take a picture of the summoning circle so that I could compare the runes in it to the runes drawn in the book.

As much as I dreaded going back into that damn place, I did it again.

It was as repulsive as the last two times I’d visited, but I managed to snap a few quick photos before making a hasty retreat.

Smoothing my hand over the back of my neck to help soothe the chill I felt there, I hurried away from the attic entrance.

“Why do you keep going up there,” Belphie asked as I heard her door creak open just enough for a violet eye to peer at me. “I told you to stay away.”

I thought about telling her the truth, that I wanted to set her free and could really use her help with the book, but I knew she wouldn’t trust me with that information—and I didn’t blame her.

I wouldn’t want someone to know how to summon and control me like I was a puppet.

“There’s some nice furniture up there,” I said instead, which was also the truth, if not the whole truth. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to get it down. I think it’s too heavy for Wisty, Aisling and myself to drag it down those rickety stairs.”

“If I do it, will you stop going up there?” she asked.

All at once, I pictured her in the attic, realizing that the book was gone, and turning me into a fine paste.

“No, it’s fine,” I said, holding my hands up defensively. “I won’t go in there anymore.”

“Good.”

A slight silence lingered, and I was surprised that Belphie didn’t just close the door and go back to whatever it was that she spent all of her time doing.

“The garden is coming along nicely,” she said, “the grass is already beginning to regrow.”

“Thank you.” I smiled.

“I wasn’t complimenting you, I was stating a fact.”

“Sounded a lot like a compliment to me.”

“It was not.”

I chuckled. “Is there anything I can do for you, Belphie?”

“Stop calling me that,” she growled, but she opened the door enough for me to see more of her than her bright eyes and painted lips.

I was surprised to see her wearing anything but black, but Belphie donned a purple corset dress that matched her eyes. The upper half of the garment was pulled together tightly by black strings, and I half expected her voluptuous breasts to pop out of their tight confines at any moment. They were lifted by the corset, making them look even fuller than usual as their sleek curves bounced with the slightest movement from her. The deep crevice of her cleavage made it difficult to look anywhere but there, but I dragged my gaze down the length of her dress.

The bottom half almost reminded me of a goth tutu, with many layers of full fabric that stopped at her thighs. They were wonderfully thick and I’d have loved to wear them as a pair of earmuffs, but I cleared my throat and dragged my eyes back to her face in time to catch her rolling her eyes.

“Fetch me books,” she said.

“Books?” I asked dumbly.

“Yes, I have read all the books in this house a dozen times over.” She scowled. “Most of them are romance.” The disgust in her tone was palpable. “Bring me books about the nature of humanity's dark side.”

“So…true crime, then?”

She nodded, and for a second I swore she seemed eager.

“Have you ever heard of a podcast?” I asked.

She shook her head. “What is this podcast you speak of? A means of slinging spells?”

“Oh, I have something you’re gonna love. Just wait here.”

She gave me a look that clearly said ‘where else would I go?’ and I hurried back to my room to grab my laptop.

I was half expecting to find her door closed, and that she wouldn’t open it, but no, Belphie was standing where I’d left her, a curious expression on her face.

“Do you know anything about technology?” I asked.

“Only that Aisling consumes too much of it at something called a video game store.”

“Fair.”

Belphie stood in the doorway, and I arched a brow. “May I come in?” I asked.

She nodded and stepped aside.

For the first time, I got a real good look at her room.

A bed, made to perfection, sat in the corner of the room next to a nightstand that was covered in so many candles that I could hardly see the top of it—there was just enough space there for a book, and I suspected this was where she did most of her reading.

A shelf next to the window, which for once had the curtains drawn open, was filled to the brim with books of all types. Each one was weathered and worn, with an obvious crease. As much as she kept them free of dust and grime, it was clear that she had read them many, many times.

Her closet was open, giving me a glimpse of her wardrobe—black and reds and dark purples that would have made any goth girl cream herself in delight. There were dresses and corsets and torn pants and more clothes than my male brain could catalog.

Somehow, I’d been expecting a dingy room full of cobwebs and maybe a few human sacrifices, but what I found was the cleanest, most tidy bedroom I’d ever seen.

“Where did all this come from?” I asked as I walked deeper into the room.

“Things I collected from around the house over the years.” Belphie shrugged. “Things I had Aisling fetch. Something called a ‘Thrift Store’ is rife with materials.”

“For what?” I asked. That was when I noticed a table in the corner of the room, one which had a sewing kit and a few pieces of fabric neatly folded atop it. “No way, you make your own clothes?”

Gripping the hem of her dress, Belphie did a small curtsy. Where her face was usually stoic or snarling at me, I saw a hint of something else—pride.

“Such a task is unbefitting a princess of the hells, but I never was one to follow rules,” she said, a slight smirk playing on her lips.

That was a lot to absorb, and I stared at her for a moment, a dozen questions on the tip of my tongue.

“What do you have there?” she asked, pointing to my laptop.

I cleared my throat, deciding that, given Belphie’s nature, she’d share more with me when she was willing, and not a second sooner.

“This here is a laptop,” I said, looking around for an outlet and plugging it in. “It connects to the internet, which has all the true crime stories you could imagine.”

“Oh?” Belphie followed me, and soon we sat on the edge of her bed together. “How does it work?”

I showed her, then I showed her again, and eventually I accepted that learning how to use a computer from scratch was hard, and I started up a true crime podcast for her. It focused on serial killers, and she was almost as amused by the voice coming out of the laptop as she was by the content.

“Little man inside the laptop, tell me your darkest secrets,” she said, and the podcast continued listing off the most prolific serial killers.

I shoved down the urge to smirk, and it was only then I’d realized how close she was.

We sat together on the edge of her bed, the laptop in my lap and Belphie leaning in close like she was afraid she’d miss a word. I felt her breath on my neck, and something slithering behind me that I knew was her tail. It rattled, but somehow the sound wasn’t as threatening as the first time I’d heard it.

Her horn tickled my hair, and her wings opened and closed behind us.

“Let us make a bargain,” Belphie said eventually. “I can offer you power in exchange for this device; knowledge the likes of which a human like you has never seen. Or perhaps it’s riches you prefer?”

I couldn’t help laughing at that.

“You can use my laptop as much as you want, Belphie.” I transferred it to her lap before standing and stretching.

“Just like that?” She narrowed her eyes.

It was clear that she wasn’t used to kindness, and that hurt my heart like seeing an unwanted black kitten at the shelter.

“Just like that,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed further, and her snake tail rattled harder.

“If you need any help with it, I’m pretty handy with computers, so don’t hesitate to come find me, okay?”

“Okay…” she said slowly, then turned her eyes to the screen.

I smiled at how focused she was on it, and how her violet eyes lit with interest as she hung onto every word of the podcast.

I left her like that, thinking that I should take some time to find her a proper sewing machine, and as I exited, I stole a glance over my shoulder.

Belphie was still perched on the edge of her bed, her painted purple lips parted in wordless wonder as she focused on the screen.

I grinned and closed the door behind me.


CHAPTER 12


The next morning, I got up bright and early and made my way to the greenhouse to check on Wisty. I nearly opened the door, then I remembered it was her bedroom and rather early in the morning, so I knocked.

From inside, I heard a stifled yawn and what I could only assume was the sound of Wisty crawling out of bed and stumbling her way to the door.

Immediately, I felt bad for waking her, but she was usually up by now.

“Morning,” Wisty greeted with a smile as she opened her door. She rubbed at her eyes with the back of her hand, then raked her fingers through her wild bedhead. For once, she didn’t have a flower in her hair.

I hardly noticed any of that because of her outfit. Instead of a vine dress, she wore a bikini made of leaves that were all the colors of fall—deep reds, yellows, and oranges. There were no straps. The clothes, if they could even be called that, seemed held in place by magic and they didn’t leave much to the imagination.

Her skin was flusher than when we first met, and I followed her delicate neckline to the curve of her breasts, which weren’t as big as Belphie’s but would probably fit snugly against my palms. The leaves curled tightly around them, so tightly that I saw the slight pebbling of her nipples as a breeze whipped across the yard.

Lowering my eyes, scanning first her flat belly and then the lower half of her bikini, I took in the shape of her hips and the slope that led to her most intimate place. The leaves only really covered it like a skimpy pair of underwear, and my mouth went dry as I took in the sight of her—nearly naked and with the sexiest bedhead I’d ever seen.

I cleared my throat to try to bring my brain back to earth.

“Sorry to wake you, but I was worried about your foot.” I raised a hand to the back of my neck and rubbed at it awkwardly.

“I figured.” She gestured me into the greenhouse and I followed her swaying hips towards the bed.

Wisty sat daintily on the edge, and once more I found myself kneeling before her. Though it somehow felt even more intimate this time, I didn’t let myself get caught up in the moment.

I took her foot carefully in my hand, finding it as soft and pleasing as it was yesterday, and carefully unraveled the bandage. There was a small amount of blood on it, but to my surprise, the wound was nothing more than a pink line today.

“We monsters heal fast,” Wisty said, giving me one of those smiles that could have melted butter. “But I knew you wouldn’t be satisfied with just me saying I was okay.”

“Mhm,” I absently agreed. Her scent was particularly strong today, and I wondered if it was because I was so near her bed after she slept in it or because she was getting better.

Or maybe…

I shook my head and gently lowered her foot to the floor.

“What are we going to do today, Mark?” she asked, gently folding her hands in her lap.

I stood to my full height and brushed the wrinkles from my clothes. As hard as my blood was pumping, I was thankfully able to keep myself under control—which meant I hadn’t popped an awkward boner, though it was trying its best.

Mosquitoes, my old job, those HOA crones…

I cleared my throat again, afraid that my voice would be hoarse. “Well, I was thinking of fixing the fountain. I know it’s not strictly part of the garden, but it’ll look nicer when it’s not clogged with scum, I imagine.”

“Oooh, I love the fountain!” Wisty clapped excitedly and soon had my full attention again. “All sorts of birds used to come to the fountain to bathe and sing, it made the garden feel alive.”

“Okay, then I’ll get right to that.” I smiled.

“I’ll help.” Hopping to her feet, she shuffled to the vine-covered chest in the corner of the room and pulled out a hairbrush.

Something told me that I should leave, that I shouldn’t be privy to this, but I couldn’t help watching her comb her beautiful green hair. With a few quick flicks of her wrist, her hair was back to looking like that of a supermodel, and she slid her fingers into it to give it a shake.

I didn’t quite know what she was doing, I could only assume she was trying to fluff it up a bit, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

“What do I want to wear today?” she mused.

I didn’t expect her to have a closet, and she didn’t, but what she did have was a drawer absolutely filled with assorted seeds that were carefully sorted and labeled.

“You might have guessed, but I grow my own clothes,” she said as she carefully picked up several tiny seeds.

“I thought your magic was weakened?” I asked.

She blushed.

That was when I realized she used the bulk of what magical energy she had to grow her clothes.

And her outfits have been getting more complicated, I thought, watching as she picked another seed out of the drawer. Is she trying to impress me?

I lingered on the idea for a few moments before shaking my head. I’d best not jump to conclusions…especially ones that Aisling led me to.

“Do you have a favorite flower, Mark?”

“Tiger lilies,” I said without hesitation. “My mom would put a vase of those in every house we were showing. Said it really brightened the place up.”

“Oh, I love those too!” She plucked one more seed from the drawer.

I watched with bated breath as Wisty pressed the seeds to her body. They glowed and seemed to absorb into her. She hummed a soft tune as the leaves and flowers erupted from seemingly out of nowhere, draping around her and clothing her.

Large green leaves formed a sort of kimono that was secured at the waist by a vine. It hugged her form wonderfully in the chest, then loosened at the hips and hung wider around her thighs. Tiny white flowers with pale pink centers were woven amongst the leaves. The front of the leaf robe revealed some of her chest, but not nearly as much as her bikini had.

I pushed aside the slight feeling of disappointment and instead marveled at the magic I witnessed. Not only was it amazing, but Wisty looked gorgeous in it, as she did everything. It gave her a certain look of elegance, one that paired well with the gentle way she carried herself.

The most stunning of all was the tiger lily tucked into her hair.

“Wow,” I whispered, for lack of anything else to say.

Wisty’s cheeks darkened, and she spun on the spot, revealing the back of her kimono. “Do you like it?”

“Yuh huh,” I stupidly replied.

Wisty brought her hands together behind her back and rocked back and forth from her heels to the tips of her toes.

We were a picture of awkwardness until I cleared my throat, taking charge of the situation once more.

“Come on then, the work isn’t gonna do itself,” I said gruffly as I made my way to the door.

“And it’s best to finish before Aisling gets up,” Wisty said.

“That too.”

I headed back into the house to grab some supplies and we set to work not only scooping scum out of the fountain, but also scrubbing it clean with a soft brush and some dish detergent.

It was a job that required a lot of elbow grease, so it wasn’t a surprise that Aisling woke before we finished.

“Hey guys,” she said, sounding more muted than usual. I swore the girl had the most complete collection of food mood shirts, because she was wearing one with a picture of a watermelon and the word ‘Meloncholy’ was stretched across her breasts in full caps.

Aisling stuck her hands into the front pocket of her gray sweatpants, which looked several sizes too big for her. She had a bag over her shoulder, and if I had to guess, she was going to the gym.

An all monster gym, no less. I’d have to get her to take me someday.

“Hello,” Wisty said without a hint of malice in her sweet voice.

“Hey,” I said, more reserved, though Aisling clearly looked remorseful. My chest constricted slightly as I watched her kick the tip of her worn sneaker into a patch of dead grass.

“Look, about yesterday,” she began.

“It’s fine,” Wisty said, fast as lightning.

“It’s not. Mark made me realize that.” Her eyes darted at me, then back to the floor. “Look, I can’t promise I’ll stop pranking, because I won’t, it’s just in my nature, but…I’ll be more careful from now on. I promise.” She shifted uncomfortably where she stood, then whirled around on her heels and marched off without giving either of us a chance to respond.

“She has a good heart.” Wisty smiled.

“I just wished she used her head a little more.”

She giggled.

“Ugh, great, now her bad puns are rubbing off on me!” I chuckled too, shaking my head and leaning over the rim of the fountain to get back to work.

“She just needs something to keep her occupied, I think,” Wisty said as she joined me.

“Yes, but keeping a bored Aisling occupied is like…I don’t know. Trying to grate a rock like cheese?” I sighed. “She seems to like video games. Maybe I should let her try out my PC.”

After I clear the browser history.

“I don’t know much about technology,” Wisty admitted, “but Aisling loves it.”

I nodded, and thought some more on the matter as I continued to scrub away years of slime. Eventually, my thoughts drifted elsewhere, to Belphie, who had twice asked me to start a new episode of a podcast because she’d accidentally paused it.

Inevitably, I thought about the tome next, and how slow progress was going with that.

“Hey!” Aisling called as she came walking back towards us from around the corner of the house.

I lifted my head, half expecting her to toss her decapitated head to me, but no, she looked like a normal woman.

A gorgeous woman, but a woman still.

“This was in the mailbox,” she said, holding out an envelope and patiently waiting while I peeled my rubber gloves off. “Seems kinda important.”

“Shouldn’t be a bill or anything, I pay those online,” I whispered, but there was indeed a red stamp on the front that read ‘urgent.’ It didn’t have a return address or a stamp, which immediately made me suspicious, but I shrugged that off and opened it up.

Wisty leaned on my shoulder as I read, and Aisling practically vibrated where she stood because she was so eager to know what the letter said.

Yet, I couldn’t believe a damn word of what I read.

“The HOA wants us to host a costume party,” I deadpanned, flipping the letter over, fixing it, then reading it again. “But it’s spring? Wouldn’t it be better to wait until Halloween?”

“Really?” Aisling’s eyes lit up.

“I thought they hated our house?” Wisty frowned.

“Well, I guess there isn’t any better place to host it,” I murmured. We were the largest house on the block and we definitely fit the bill for a suitably creepy setting, but I wasn’t convinced it was a good idea.

What if they found out the girls were monsters and showed up with pitchforks? What if they snooped around and bothered Belphie’s summoning circle? What if they found Imogen?

Hell, they’d probably just think it was part of the decor, I thought, but I still wasn’t eager to host a party for the entire neighborhood.

It could be a trap, a way for them to find more things to nitpick, but it was also the perfect way to win them over.

“Please, can we do it, Mark?” Aisling begged, bringing her hands together like she was praying to me. “Please, pretty please, with a cherry on top?”

“It’s not just me you have to ask,” I said.

“Wisty! Beautiful, kind, Wisty. Wouldn’t a party be fun? Wouldn’t you love to see all the people in their costumes? To uh…to do whatever else it is that you do.”

“Compelling.” I rolled my eyes.

“It would be nice to get along with the neighbors,” Wisty said in her usual diplomatic way.

I hadn’t actually expected her to decline the offer, but I knew someone who would.


CHAPTER 13


Belphie agreed to the party.

It was a major miscalculation on my part, thinking that her hatred of people was greater than her love of costume-making—and of scaring people—but she agreed to ‘allow’ the party on the terms that she could dress us up however she wanted.

I wasn’t entirely thrilled to be a doll, but the girls were all excited in their own way, and I didn’t have the heart to turn them down—so we were throwing a Halloween party. In the spring.

“There’s a hell of a lot of prep to do before we have this party in two weeks,” I said as I finished making a list of the bare necessities we’d need to throw a party, as well as the fixes we’d need to do to get the place presentable.

We needed to arrange catering, to clean the house top to bottom, to get decorations and booze and so much more that my mind spun looking at the list.

As it happened, the house had a large dining area that was near the main entrance and would be perfect for throwing a party, so we just had to repair and decorate everything between that and the main entrance.

The request, signed by the head of the HOA herself—a woman named Nicollette—read less like a costume party and more like she wanted it to be a house of horrors, and Aisling was already plotting devious ways that we could scare our guests.

It turned out that planning the party was just the sort of distraction she needed to stay out of trouble, so I set to repairing a few things—the step I’d broken on my first day here, the crumbling kitchen ceiling and pipe beyond, and a hole Aisling had apparently made years ago when rollerblading through the house.

Wisty, despite her timidness, flitted between helping Aisling and myself, depending on what we were working on. She took pride in being able to assist us, so I always found something for her to do for me when she offered, even if it was as simple as holding a flashlight. I asked many times if she was sure about throwing the party, and she insisted she was, but I didn’t expect any less of her.

And Belphie, for her part, sat in her room listening to podcasts and working on her projects. I’d gotten her a proper, modern sewing machine, and she was thrilled—in her own way—though she was still trying to get used to it. I occasionally heard her shout or swear when something went wrong, but she never let me in to see what she was doing.

I almost felt lonely when I didn’t have one of them at my side, but I took the time to reflect on what I needed to do and how far I’d come so far.

I’d gone from being at the top of my field, shuffling papers and trying to talk people into buying homes that were more than they’d ever wanted or needed, to fixing up my own place with my new best friends.

And I couldn’t have been happier.

I never looked back at my past job and yearned to return to it. There wasn't even a small part of me that wanted to go back now that I’d found my calling, my place in the world.

Hell, I’d even found this weird little family that I needed to keep together.

Thinking that, I grinned as I worked in the garden alongside Wisty. Days had turned to weeks, and the seedlings were ready to be planted the morning the day before the party was to be held. We’d done a lot of work preparing the garden beds, and Wisty had labeled them carefully, so now it was just a matter of replanting them outside.

“This is so exciting,” Wisty said as she made an indent in the ground for the first of our seedlings. “The garden really is coming alive now.”

“I think the birdfeeder really helped,” I said as I looked at the small construction that sat near some trees across the lawn. “Seems like the grass is growing awfully fast, even for grass.”

“That would be the house,” she said as she carefully scooped the dirt out of a pot and placed it in the hole she’d prepared. “It’s magic, after all.”

“So it makes plants grow faster?” I asked, digging into the dirt and doing the same as she was.

“Well,” Wisty said as she patted the earth around the seedling, gently compacting it, “sort of. You see, garden nymphs are born from magical places that are rife with greenery, and our core resides in that garden as long as we’re alive.”

“So, you can’t leave?”

She shook her head. “No, but that’s fine.”

Despite her smile, I didn’t think it was ‘fine’ but that was a problem for another day. “So, is the grass growing fast because of you?”

“It’s growing fast because of us.” She gestured between herself and the house. “The magic of the house created a magical garden, which created me, and while I am stronger when the garden is in full bloom, I also make it stronger.”

I nodded, taking a few quiet moments to gather my thoughts. The best that I could figure was that Wisty and the house were responsible for how well the garden was fairing, and that explanation worked well enough for me.

“Of course, none of this would be possible without you,” Wisty said.

“Huh?” I looked up from the seedling I was replanting and arched a brow.

“You took the initiative. You were the one who got the garden, and me, to the point where we could heal.” She smiled and moved her hands to cover mine, gently helping me press down the dirt around the plant.

Our eyes met, and I gazed at her, taking her in from head to toe.

Her outfit today was a flowing dress of pink and white flowers. It looked more befitting of a ballroom than kneeling in the dirt, and Wisty looked like a princess of the untamed forests as she knelt there, her bare feet in the grass and her green hair spilling down her shoulders and back.

Her pink eyes danced, looking me up and down as I did the same to her. From the way her lips parted and her tongue dabbed gently at her bottom lip, I figured she liked what she saw.

That was when I realized her hands still covered mine.

They were so small, but so, so warm. It was like all the warmth of her personality flowed through her body. I caught her scent, citrusy and floral, and let out a slight sigh of contentment.

I took my hands from under hers to place them over hers, gently pressing them around the plant.

“So big, but so gentle, when they need to be,” Wisty said, looking at our hands.

My throat went dry. Something clever was on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t find the words for it, not even in my head.

“We…” she trailed off, swallowing hard.

“Yeah?” I asked, urging her to say it.

Go on, you can do it.

Wisty blinked her bright eyes at me, gazing into mine as she leaned a little closer. Flowy and elegant as her dress was, it dipped deep in the front, and I caught a glimpse of her pink nipples—puckered and craving my touch.

“We…” she tried again, but she didn’t get any further this time.

“Tell me what you want,” I demanded in a soft voice, one I knew wouldn’t intimidate her.

Wisty’s soft tongue dabbed her lips, wetting them, and she leaned in closer still, her eyes gazing into mine, imploring me to make the first move.

“Tell me,” I quietly repeated. I was as eager to hear her say it for selfish reasons as selfless ones, but it was my desire to have her demand something for herself, something she wanted, not something she thought someone else wanted of her, that kept me from acting on my impulse to kiss her.

“We…should get back to transplanting these seedlings.”

I nearly fell over. I was disappointed, sure, but mostly for selfish reasons. It wasn’t fair of me to push my desires onto Wisty, or to rush her when she wasn’t ready, but the more time we spent together, the more I thought I wasn’t the only one feeling these things.

I knew it would happen eventually, and when it did, it would be the right time. I wasn't going to rush it, because I wasn't going anywhere.

Wisty slowly withdrew her hands from mine, then shyly tucked a strand of hair behind her pointed ear.

We started working once again, this time in silence. It felt a little awkward, but not necessarily in a bad way.

No, it was more like the awkwardness I felt when I was crushing on a girl in my teens and hoping she’d reciprocate it.

I shook my head at the thought, a slight smile forming over my lips.

I still remembered Becky, my first love, and I supposed I always would, not that it seemed to matter much now. We’d been together all of our highschool years, but we drifted apart when my parents had died just after I graduated.

I supposed that was my fault, but I’d been young, and I didn’t know how to handle grief.

It happened so suddenly that I sometimes still didn’t believe they were gone.

“What are you thinking about?” Wisty asked.

I realized that I’d been kneeling in the dirt and doing nothing. I didn’t really want to talk about the car accident, and I definitely didn’t want to admit to Wisty that I was thinking about an old girlfriend, so I cleared my throat and said the first thing that came to mind.

“So, garden nymphs…” I hesitated, unsure how to ask what I wanted to ask.

“Hm?” Wisty tilted her head inquisitively.

“They don’t reproduce the way that humans do?”

“No, we don’t.”

I nodded, and my heart sank to the pit of my stomach.

“I’ve not met any other garden nymphs, but Belphie once told me that they meet up for orgies in the forest on a blood moon. She can be surprisingly mischievous, though.”

“That’s…sad. That you haven’t met any of your kind, I mean. I’m sorry, Wisty.” I reached out to touch her again, but this time only for a moment. I tried not to let on how relieved I was or think too much about orgies. “It must be hard, not being around other nymphs.”

“You’re not around other people much,” she replied with a slight tilt of her head that reminded me of a puppy.

“Well, I suppose I’m not really around people much anymore,” I mused. I hadn’t really noticed. “But I have you girls to keep me company, and you’re more than enough.”

“I feel the same,” she assured with a smile.

Once again I found myself staring into her eyes with her staring back at me, but I was the first to look away this time.


CHAPTER 14


The day of the party came, and we spent the bulk of it running around like chickens with our heads cut off as we dealt with last-minute prep.

Eventually, there was nothing more we could do besides get ourselves ready.

I had trays of meats, cheeses, fruits, and vegetables laid out on a small table in the dining hall, complete with a bowl of fruity punch that was spiked courtesy of Aisling. The large table that usually occupied the room was poked in the living area, where it took up most of the floor space.

We’d left the suits of armor that had sat to either side of the table, and Aisling had decorated them with fake webbing and spiders.

She’d liberally decorated the entryway with those as well, and had barred every entrance off with police caution tape, which was a pain in the ass to crawl through, but it kept her occupied and she was proud of her work.

The lights in the hallway were turned off, instead lit by what had to be a hundred candles that ranged from small to ‘where the fuck did you even get a candle the size of a two-liter bottle of soda?’ They were all black, and they somehow seemed to give off a dimmer light than a normal candle.

Giant rubber bats hung from the ceiling, and there were several rats attached to tiny remote control cars that Aisling intended to use to scare the shit out of unsuspecting guests.

That was the only prank I knew about, but I was sure she had more ready because she hadn’t stopped grinning and laughing to herself for the last week.

As I stood, sizing up the decorations one last time, I checked the time on my phone and decided it was about time I got dressed for the party.

I had no idea what sort of outfits Belphie had whipped up for us, but she’d been working hard on it, so I resolved to wear it no matter what it was.

Waiting outside Belphie’s room while the girls got dressed, I yawned and leaned against the wall. Wisty’s giggles and Aisling’s cackles echoed from inside the room, and I smiled to myself.

I had nearly fallen asleep against the wall when the door creaked open, and Belphie stepped out of the room looking like a younger, hotter version of Alcina Dimitrescu with a large black hat and a flowing white gown. Her lips were painted a bright red, and they glistened under the light.

“I am a modern Elizabeth Bathory, the Countess of Blood,” she announced, her head held high and her violet eyes seeming to look down on everyone.

Belphie spun around, showing me her full ass. “I’ve hidden my tail. I figured that would be too much for the mushy-minded humans.”

“Right, because the horns and wings are gonna fit right in.”

“I thought as much.” She nodded her satisfaction and stepped aside.

Aisling came next—and she must have had some input on her costume, because in that black, latex skintight suit, she looked strikingly like Black Widow. Her red hair and bright green eyes really worked in her favor for the costume, and I followed the deep V of her neckline to her cleavage, then back up to her neck, where a matching collar held her head in place.

“Pew pew!” Aisling ‘shot’ her finger guns at me before tucking and rolling out of the way to reveal my final housemate.

Wisty stood shyly in the doorway, dressed as a fairy princess. Belphie had even made her a pair of fake butterfly wings that were all the colors of the rainbow.

The pink dress reached to about her knees, and she had the cutest little tiara on her head. The puffy upper arms of the dress and the lace that covered her arms drew my eyes to her fingers. Her nails were painted to match her wings, and I smiled as I realized just how much fun the girls were having.

“You all look great,” I said, giving a low whistle of appreciation.

“Of course,” Belphie said.

“Thank you.” Wisty blushed.

“I do look pretty badass,” Aisling agreed.

I chuckled at the three of them, before Aisling grabbed me by the shoulders and started shoving me into Belphie’s room.

“Your turn, your turn!” she said.

“It is on the bed,” Belphie said. “It should fit.”

The door slammed closed behind me, and I found myself standing alone in Belphie’s room. Not being the prying type, I didn’t bother to pick at her stuff, I just made my way over to the bed and picked at the fabric that was laid out for me. Looking at it, I wasn’t entirely sure what it was, nor how I was supposed to put it on.

“I figured you would have trouble,” Belphie said.

I hadn’t even heard her open the door, but she was in the room and sashaying towards me.

“Here, put these on first.” She handed me a pair of fancy, well-made pants.

“Are you just gonna stand there and watch?” I asked, brow arched.

“Yes.”

I stared at her blankly for a few long moments before realizing that she was looking at me more like a specimen than an object of sexual desire.

This wasn’t Belphie hitting on me, this was Belphie trying to be helpful and eager to see what her outfit looked like on me.

That was fine with me.

Stripping down to my boxers, I dressed piece by piece, just as she instructed, and soon found myself standing in front of a mirror wearing the fanciest duds I’d ever worn.

I looked like an aristocrat from another time—or perhaps another place. There was a fancy ruffle at the neck of my outfit that tickled my chin, and I craned my neck down to look at myself. The red suit jacket, which reached to about my thighs, had sleeves that were folded up around the wrists and hems that were lined with gold. The more I looked at it, the more I thought I looked like a cross between ye olde merchant and a pirate captain.

“The other costumes were easy to decide on,” Belphie announced as she fixed my white vest, which had some kind of design sewn into it that was golden but hard to identify by staring down at it. “But not yours. So, I simply made for you what I wanted to see you in.”

“You wanted to see me in a suit?” I asked.

“Yes. I knew you would look good in one.” There was no trace of emotion in Belphie’s voice, no hint of flirting, just cold, hard facts.

“Thanks,” I said, giving a slight chuckle as Belphie brushed the wrinkles from my clothes. “You do amazing work, Belphie. Have you ever considered opening your own store? I bet people would pay you a lot for custom clothes.”

“I have no idea how to run a store, nor a need for money,” she said simply.

“Right, being a demon and all, I guess that’s kinda useless.”

“A demon princess,” she corrected.

“So, are you already rich then?”

“I would be, if I returned to my birthright.”

“Do you want to do that?” I asked.

She hesitated, then looked away. “We should join the others.”

She clearly didn’t want to tell me herself that she was bound to the house, so I simply nodded.

Our little moment of bonding was over, and I knew better than to push a woman like Belphie for more than she was ready to give.

We rejoined the others a moment later, and I grinned at the girls.

“Daaaamn,” Aisling said with an appreciative click of her tongue.

“Mark,” was all that Wisty said, my name sounding like a breathless sigh on her lips.

They took their time fawning over me before we headed downstairs and waited for our guests to arrive.


CHAPTER 15


A knock sounded on the door, and I sucked in a breath. Looking at the girls, I nodded to each of them, put on my game face, and headed out of the dining hall and into the main hall.

I plastered a grin over my face before opening the door, but it faltered slightly when I saw Mary Ellen and her cronies—dressed as the three witches from Hocus Pocus, no less.

Mary Ellen stood proudly at the front of her crones, her two nameless goons cowering behind her. She tried to put on a brave face, but I saw the fear in her eyes. This time it was potent enough for me to recognize it for certain.

Do people really think this place is haunted? I wondered.

Then I realized it was. It was hard not to laugh at that.

“Good evening, ladies,” I said, resisting the urge to tell them that their costumes suited them. “Please, come on in.” I stepped aside, motioning for them to make their way towards the dining hall, which was still the only path that wasn’t obstructed by an obscene amount of police caution tape.

For a brief moment, I wondered if Aisling got that from a party shop or maybe 'borrowed' it from elsewhere, but I decided not to think too hard about it.

I was escorting the women into the dining area when the doorbell rang again, beginning a cycle of me leading guests to the party and then hurrying back to the door to grab the next lot of neighbors who I’d never met before.

“Tim,” said one bold man as he offered his hand for me to shake. “Do you play any golf?”

“Mark, and I’ve played a little.” I said as I shook his hand. He looked nervous, but he held my gaze and I respected that—as much as you could respect a man in a gorilla costume.

“You should join us sometime,” Tim said. “We get together every other weekend, shoot the shit, drink some beers.”

“That sounds fun,” I said. I didn’t particularly like golf, but I liked the idea of having a few neighbors that I was on good terms with—and of having some guy friends.

The girls were great, but I needed to be around people who understood me sometimes, too.

Another knock echoed from the door.

“Catch ya later,” Tim said, and strode off to join his friend, who wore a banana costume.

I resumed my duty at the door, greeting people, introducing myself, trying to commit people’s names to memory.

There was a strange fear about all of them, and I wondered what the HOA members had told them after our encounter, or if they really were just afraid of the house itself, but there wasn’t anything I could do about either, so I shrugged and eventually settled into the party just after it got dark.

I stood off to the side, sipping some boozy punch and watching the partygoers, who had mostly crowded around the food.

I spied Belphie nearby, looking down at the group like a pharaoh looking down on a bunch of peasants.

Then again, she kinda is. I chuckled.

A scream sounded from the other side of the room, and I whipped around to see what appeared to be a snake slithering across the floor—only, I knew better.

The thing was being pulled on a string by Aisling, whose foot was sticking out from under the food table. I could hear her cackles as she reeled the snake towards her and the people gathered around the table scattered like birds when they saw a cat.

Stifling a laugh behind my hand, I headed over to the table and leaned down. “We are trying to make these people like us,” I reminded.

“Aw, come on, I’m just having a little fun,” Aisling groaned, her foot wiggling in protest.

“Just don’t scare them too much, okay? I’m not cleaning up after anyone who pisses themselves,” I joked before heading towards Belphie.

“They so rarely do.” I heard Aisling sigh.

With a wine glass of punch in her hand and the fancy hat, Belphie looked like some kind of demonic socialite. Her wings were furled tightly on her back, and her horns protruded through holes in the hat specifically made for them.

I saw the way people looked at her, and I knew why they did.

She was a bombshell. Built thick and curvy, and she was just as tall as I was. She brought to mind busty Amazon warriors with those full thighs and round ass, and I didn’t blame the others for staring.

I had a hard time not doing the same, and I saw her daily.

Belphie didn’t seem to notice the attention. Her eyes acknowledged me, but they seemed to look through the other people present.

Warmth bloomed in my chest, realizing that I stood out to her, but I was wise enough not to comment on it as I stopped in front of her.

“Having fun?” I asked.

“This is nothing compared to a party in the hells,” she commented, taking a sip of her drink. She made a ‘not bad’ face and took another taste before continuing, “No one’s challenged your household to a duel, and there hasn’t even been one death.”

“Demon parties sound…interesting.”

“Chaotic hellions, the lot of them.” Belphie swirled the liquid in her glass, staring across the room. “And yet not as chaotic as Aisling.”

I turned to see one of Aisling's remote control cars with a large rubber rat strapped to the top, zooming across the floor of the dining hall.

Screams sounded, and Mary Ellen leaped into the arms of her cronies, who were barely able to hold her up as they danced around the rat that insisted on chasing them around the room.

A black shoe with a heel that had to be at least five inches long stepped on the rat, pinning the remote-controlled car beneath it.

My eyes followed the curves of a slender, pale leg to a tiny white dress reminiscent of the one Marilyn Monroe so famously wore. The woman in the dress was no less stunning.

Sleek brown hair ran down her shoulders, long enough to reach her hips, and her lips were painted a crimson red that contrasted against her pale skin and dark eyes.

She cracked a smile as she lifted her foot, allowing the ‘rat’ to speed off around the corner and out of sight.

The woman strode across the room with an air of elegance that commanded the attention of everyone in the room, including Belphie.

“Good evening,” she greeted, in a voice that sounded as smooth and silky as the best milkshake I’d ever tasted. “I’m Nicollete, head of the HOA.” She extended her hand to me, and though she seemed to want me to kiss it, I shook it instead.

“Mark,” I said, resisting the urge to lose myself in the deep pools of her eyes.

“Thank you for hosting this party, Mark.” Her eyes flitted to Belphie, then back to me. “Everyone seems to be enjoying themselves.”

A glance around the room told me that everyone was just about shitting themselves and probably waiting for a man with a chainsaw to chase them around the room, but I kept that to myself.

“You’ll have to forgive Mary Ellen and the others,” she continued, “they tend to be closed-minded. I, on the other hand, was always eager to see what this place looked like on the inside.” Nicollette turned slowly on her heels, taking in the entire room. “And it is glorious.”

“Thank you,” I said, glancing at Belphie and wondering why she was staring at the other woman with such intensity.

Nicollette looked me slowly up and down with her smoldering gaze, then leaned forward, giving me a better look at her cleavage, which I’d tried not to stare at despite it being on full display.

Now, exposed as the mounds were to me and only me, I glanced down, spying the outline of her barely hidden nipples against the fabric.

“And the atmosphere!” She inhaled deeply through her nose, and I swore I saw her tongue flick out to taste the air like a snake, but it happened so fast that I thought I must have imagined it. “It’s simply to die for.”

“Thanks?” I didn’t mean for it to sound like a question, but something about the way she said it left a strange impression on me.

Nicollette fluttered her eyelashes at me, then glanced over her shoulder. “I suppose I should go speak to Mary Ellen. Honestly, dealing with that woman sucks the soul right out of me.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and stalked off without a word more to me.

I watched her approach Mary Ellen and her cronies, the trio practically groveling at her feet and tripping over one another to talk to her.

“There’s something off about her,” I decided, though I couldn’t quite place why I thought that—it was like something in my gut was reacting to her.

“I am impressed that you noticed.” Belphie cast a sidelong glance at me, giving a nod of acknowledgement. “I am unsure what she is.”

“Oh?”

“She is a monster, of some sort, but something I have not encountered before.”

“Are you usually able to identify monsters on meeting them?”

“Of course. I can sense her energy.” Belphie inclined her head slightly. “Normally, I can tell what a monster is from that, but she is…unreadable.”

“Huh.” I drank from my long-forgotten cup, draining the liquid before setting it down on a nearby end table that was decorated with dark candles.

Initially, I wasn’t sure what to make of that revelation, but then I thought of the girls, who were more or less just trying to live peacefully in this house.

“She’s probably like you guys,” I reasoned, “just trying to carve out her own little slice of heaven.”

Belphie wrinkled her nose. “I have no interest in heaven. It smells of angels—pretentiousness and hubris.”

I chuckled, “I mean, maybe she’s just trying to live peacefully, like we are.”

“Hm,” Belphie made a sound of acknowledgment.

I looked around the room just in time to spy Aisling about to disconnect her head.

“Aisling!” I bellowed, scaring half the room, but I was sure it was the lesser of two evils.

“Aw, come on,” she protested, holding a clump of her hair like she was about to rip her head off and swing it over her head like a lasso.

“Don’t even think about it!” I warned.

“Fiiiine.”

Sighing at another potential disaster averted, I was about to relax when a realization hit me.

“Belphie, have you seen Wisty?” I asked.

“No.”

“I’m gonna go look for her,” I said, and I started to walk away, but I couldn’t resist the urge to tease her a little. “And you don’t seem to mind your little nickname anymore.”

She made a face of disgust, and I chuckled under my breath as I headed out of the dining hall and into the kitchen.

There was only one place I could imagine Wisty being, and sure enough, after heading out the back door, I spied her sitting on the edge of the fountain.

She spotted me walking towards her and gave a weak smile.

“What’s a fairy princess like you doing in a place like this?” I asked as I joined her on the edge of the fountain.

“Well, I don’t know.” Wisty played with a lock of her hair, twirling it around and around her finger before letting it go—and then starting all over again.

“You seem anxious,” I said, softening my voice because I didn’t want to add to her stress.

“I’m just enjoying the fresh air.” She shrugged and looked away—a sure sign that she was withholding something.

“You don’t need to pretend with me, Wisty. Tell me what’s on your mind.” I reached out, gently taking her hand in my own. Giving it a soft squeeze, I smiled at her. “It’s okay. Just tell me what’s up.”

“I…” She hesitated, and for a moment I thought I’d have to reassure her more, as I usually did, but she sighed. “I don’t like crowds, it seems. Especially inside.” She looked at me, her pink eyes dancing and boring into mine. “It felt like the world was closing in on me, so I came out here to be alone.”

“Thanks for telling me.” I smiled, elated that she finally told me what was bothering her. “Would you like me to leave you be?”

Her other hand grasped mine, and she shook her head. “I just wanted away from the crowds, not away from you.”

“I think that’s the first time you were finally honest about what you wanted.” I knew I was grinning like an idiot, but I couldn’t help it.

“Oh.” She blushed, still clinging to my hand like I was trying to run away from her. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Don’t apologize,” I said before she could start, “this is a good thing. You should feel comfortable saying what you want…at least with me.”

“I should, huh,” she murmured.

I caught her staring at my face, but she ripped her gaze away to stare out over the garden. I knew there was something more that she wanted to say, but I decided to let her be, at least for the moment.

“It sure is a nice night,” I said instead.

“Mhm.”

“The moon is bright and full.”

“Mhm.”

“And you can hear the werewolves howling in the distance.”

“Mhm…Wait, what?” Wisty whipped her head around to look at me, her eyes wide and round with surprise. “Werewolves? I don’t hear any.”

“I was just joking.” I laughed, then looked at her lap, where she was still clinging to my hand for dear life.

“Ah!” Wisty let me go.

Mostly.

When I rested my hand on the rim of the fountain, she placed her hand next to mine so that our fingers brushed.

“Tell me what’s on your mind,” I said.

Wisty took in a deep breath, then let it out, slow and steady. She leaned closer to me, her eyes wide and vulnerable as she nibbled her bottom lip.

“Well?” I asked.

I didn’t budge. I knew what she wanted, and I wanted it too, but I needed her to say it. I needed Wisty to finally let her guard down, to tell me what she wanted without worrying about the potential repercussions if we were at odds.

She let out a breathy sigh through her nose, and I knew she wasn’t going to tell me.

All at once, she grabbed my shoulders and dragged me closer, planting her lips against mine.

I was too surprised to return it at first, but the moment I felt her starting to pull away from me, I slid my fingers into her hair and kissed her back.

It was chaste, soft kisses over her lips, from the corners to the luscious center while I enjoyed the taste of her—a mixture of orange and vanilla—but I gradually deepened it, unable to get enough of her.

My tongue pushed past her lips, and hers greeted mine. She was unsure but eager, and a little too enthusiastic, but that didn’t turn me off any.

We broke our long, wet kiss to catch our breaths, but I didn’t let her go far. I kept my hand in her hair and propped my forehead against hers while desire roared inside me like a hurricane.

I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like that, but eventually, I heard the sweetest words that were ever uttered towards me.

“I want you, Mark.”


CHAPTER 16


My breath caught in my throat as Wisty said the words I was dying to hear. I’d been on the brink of thinking that she’d never be able to say them, that she’d never be able to admit what she wanted, but here she was, announcing that what she wanted was me. Not comfort. Not a hug. Not a kiss.

Me.

I caught the vulnerable glimmer in her eye, and she began to look away, but I caught her chin and pressed a quick kiss to her lips.

“I want you too,” I assured, and I felt her smile rather than saw it because we were so close.

“Good.” Wisty breathed a sigh of relief, and I caressed her cheek with my hand, enjoying how soft it was beneath my fingers.

Closing my eyes, I breathed in the scent of the warm night air and really lived in the moment.

Here I was, sitting on the edge of the cold stone fountain, Wisty’s warm body pressed up against mine. Her scent enveloped me in a way it never had before, mingling with the fresh grass until, in my mind, we were transported to a sprawling field where no one was around to disturb us for miles.

Her hand touched mine, still on her face, and our fingers interlocked, soon dropping to rest in her lap.

I didn’t make a move to go further despite the burning passion between us. Kissing Wisty was enough for tonight, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before I needed more.

When I opened my eyes to see her fluttering lashes and the way she looked me over, I knew I wasn’t the only one who wouldn't be able to hold back for long.

“Mark, I…” she trailed off, then leaned over to me and buried her face in the side of my neck. “I’ve never been with anyone before,” she whispered.

I’d figured as much, but the words pleased and excited me, igniting a fire deep in my gut that I knew wouldn’t be quenched until we did the deed.

Still, I held myself back. It wasn’t time. It wasn’t the place.

But this was definitely the girl.

We sat side by side, leaning on one another, exchanging kisses that ranged from soft and sweet to hard and needy. Wisty never protested, and she didn’t always wait for me to kiss her first.

She was finally coming out of her shell little by little, and I couldn’t have been happier or prouder to have been a part of that.

Eventually, we started to hear music playing from inside the house, so I stood from the edge of the fountain and offered her a hand.

“Care to dance?” I asked.

Wisty took my hand, and I pulled her to her feet and into my arms.

“I wouldn’t mind going back inside for a while,” she admitted.

“We probably should see what Aisling is up to,” I agreed.

It was with great reluctance that I released her from my arms, but we walked back into the house holding hands like we were afraid some invisible tide would rip us apart.

To my great surprise, I saw Aisling had somehow commandeered my laptop from Belphie—who looked less than pleased about it—and was playing some hip hop music that I didn’t recognize.

It wasn’t exactly slow dance music, but that was how we danced. Wisty tripped on both of our feet, having obviously never danced before, but I didn’t mind.

Her face flushed, and I knew she was getting flustered.

“Just stand on my feet and it’ll be fine.” I smiled at her. “Pretend it’s only the two of us.”

Wisty nodded and obeyed, putting her bare feet on top of my shoes.

It maybe should have been hard for me to move with her standing on me like that, but Wisty was light and I was stronger than I’d ever been before—likely a byproduct of all my hard work.

She rested her head on my shoulders, and I felt her tiara dig into my neck slightly, but I didn’t mind. I was just happy to have her there.

Across the room I spotted Nicollette, and our eyes met.

I knew that look. She was interested in me—something about me, at least.

As it turned out, I had a few questions that I wouldn’t mind having answered myself.

Before long, the song ended, and I slowly let her go.

“Wisty,” I said, and I waited until she lifted her head to look into my eyes before continuing. “I’m going to ask Nicollette to dance.”

I knew she probably wouldn’t like that—what woman would?—but I wasn’t prepared for the look of utter betrayal and despair that made her wilt like a flower.

“I just want to talk to her,” I quickly added. “I have a few questions I want to ask the head of the HOA herself.”

“Oh.” She nodded, straightening. I could see it still bothered her some, like she wanted to dance the night away with me, and as much as I’d have liked that, I needed answers.

“Keep Aisling out of trouble for me, will you?” I asked, placing a soft kiss on her mouth.

It was as much because I felt like kissing her as it was to make her feel special; to let her know that I was fine with letting other people know I had feelings for her.

And it worked. She perked right up, shaking off the last of her doubts. “I’ll try, but that’s a hard job,” she replied.

“Don’t I know it.”

We parted ways, and I headed over to Nicollette. As I approached, she peeled away from the people surrounding her and strutted out to meet me halfway.

“Care to dance?” I asked, holding my hand out.

“I thought you’d never ask.” She daintily placed her hand in mine.

I led her a little further away from her nosy HOA members so we could have a proper talk—and from the corner of my eye I saw Aisling riverdancing on a table.

She was actually quite good, and I wouldn’t have minded watching more, but I was a man on a mission.

I dropped Nicollette’s hand when we reached a decent place, and she immediately started to dance as if I wasn’t even there. She was clearly used to being the star of the show, and I thought I could maybe play into that.

“Must be tough, being the head of the HOA,” I said, beginning to dance in place. I was never much of a dancer, but I also didn’t care what I looked like or what anyone thought of me.

“Not at all.” She spun on her heels and shook her ass at me.

I didn’t look because I knew she wanted me to, but damn, it was tempting.

“Isn’t it hard to keep people on task?”

“Not when you’re me,” she said simply.

I realized I probably wouldn’t get too much out of her, but I decided to try anyway.

“What made you want to throw the party here?” I asked.

“Because everyone else hated the idea.” She grinned, showing off too-sharp teeth that almost reminded me of a shark. I wondered if she had a second set hiding behind the first.

“Seems like a good reason to have it elsewhere,” I said, still dancing in my spot.

“Not if you’re me.”

“And why is that?”

“Because, it’s fun.” She shrugged and her eyes flitted across the room. There was something that she wasn’t saying, but with the way she tiptoed around our conversation, I suspected she wouldn’t tell me more.

“What is?” I asked anyway.

“Seeing them squirm.” Nicollette’s dancing grew more intense, more feverish, more sexual. I didn’t match her pace because I wasn’t playing her games. I wouldn’t move to the beat of her drum the way everyone else did.

She tutted like she was annoyed, but her eyes were alight, thrilled by the thought of a challenge.

“What’s with the laundry list of ‘improvements’ you guys keep sending me?” I asked. “You can clearly see I’m fixing this place up at my own pace.”

“Oh, that’s not me, that’s Mary Ellen.” Nicollette rolled her eyes as she spoke the name. “The woman has a stick shoved so far up her ass that I’m surprised she can shit straight.”

Well, that was one thing we could agree on.

The song ended, and Nicollette shimmied away from me, still dancing, but she winked as she went, like we were co-conspirators in some big secret, but I didn’t know yet what it was.

“My turn!”

The words hadn’t even registered in my brain when Aisling grabbed my hands and started to dance in the most erratic ballroom style dancing that I’d ever seen.

I couldn’t even be mad at her because she looked so goofy swinging me around while she wore her Black Widow costume.

“Aisling,” I said, trying to scold her, but there was too much laughter in my voice.

“Mark,” she replied, then swung us so hard that she flung herself across the room.

I would have been concerned, if she hadn’t been riverdancing away from me, and I watched as she dragged Wisty into her chaotic dance routine that was only made more wild by Wisty’s inability to dance.

Then, I spied Belphie in the corner like some kind of wallflower, and I knew I couldn’t leave her out of the fun.

“Might I have this dance, my lady?” I asked with a theatrical bow.

“Demons do not dance,” she replied.

“I thought you were all about breaking the rules and being a rebel?”

Belphie considered this, and I swore I saw the faintest smile flicker across her face as she finally accepted my hand.

I had expected her to be clumsy, but she wasn’t. She moved with all the grace of a swan. She flowed beside me, as natural as if she were water running through a stream, and I was impressed with how well she carried herself.

“What did the monster woman say?” Belphie asked.

“There’s something…off about her. I’m not sure if she’s just a trickster like Aisling or something more sinister,” I replied, then gave her an answer in more detail.

She clicked her tongue but didn’t seem surprised. “I see.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her. She seems…mischievous. Like the sort to get herself into trouble.”

“Wise.” Belphie nodded.

We finished the dance in silence, and I decided to mingle with the guests—but it turned out that they weren’t all that eager to mingle with me, for the most part.

I wondered what Nicollette had told them, how she had gotten them to come to a place they were clearly wary of, but I couldn’t find her, so I assumed she left.

The party didn’t last much longer. Once Nicollette had gone, the rest of the HOA and then the neighbors left little by little. Some thanked me for throwing the party, others just hurried out, refusing to meet my eye. Tim and his buddy, whose name was Rod, saluted me for spiking the punch.

“Well, that wasn’t too bad,” I said, once I was alone with the girls.

“I’m exhausted,” Wisty said, swiping the back of her hand over her forehead.

“I’m gonna finish the punch.” Aisling grinned. From how unfocused her eyes were, I guessed that she was already drunk, and I shook my head at her.

I guess dullahan can eat, after all, I mused.

Belphie simply went to the laptop, shut off the music with a huff of annoyance, and then walked purposefully out of the room.

Aisling drank straight from the punchbowl, and I once again found myself more or less alone with Wisty.

She yawned lightly, shielding her mouth with a hand before rubbing at her eyes.

“You should get some rest,” I said, smiling fondly at her.

She looked at me shyly and nibbled her bottom lip.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t mind a goodnight kiss,” she whispered.

I was only too happy to oblige.


CHAPTER 17


I woke the next morning somehow feeling better than I had in ages—even though I kept thinking that every morning, this one was different.

I felt cheesy, laying in bed and thinking about the girl I liked, but even now, my heart hammered in my chest as I thought about her.

Wisty was unlike any girl I’d ever met before, and not just because she was a monster. She was sweet and innocent and she cared too deeply. She liked me for me, not because she thought I had money or because of my top status at a realtor agency.

I was over the moon, but more than that, I felt like I’d finally found the path that I was supposed to be on.

I wonder what—did something just lick my leg?

We didn’t have a dog, but I had a damn good guess who the culprit was.

“Aisling,” I growled as I lifted the covers and glared down my body.

“You’re supposed to scream,” she said, grinning up at me. “Like, a lot.”

“Ugh, will you lay off your damn pranks for one day.” I threw myself out of bed, my feet slamming harder against the floor than I meant for them to. “One of these days, I’m really going to make you regret all this.”

“Are you gonna make me an offer I can’t refuse?” she asked with a cackle.

“No,” I deadpanned, “I’m going to lose what restraint I have and chuck your head out the window!”

Aisling cackled with delight, and I knew I shouldn’t have let her get under my skin, but I’d been having such pleasant thoughts.

Plus, I had a boner, and I wasn’t exactly eager to share it with a severed head.

Grabbing some clothes from a drawer, I stomped towards the door.

“Mark, wait,” Aisling called.

I kept walking.

“Mark, my body is stuck somewhere, come help me find it.”

I didn’t reply to her. I didn’t have the time or patience for her games—and I was sure her damn body was hiding somewhere, waiting to scare me.

I was right.

I whipped the shower curtain open and nearly jumped out of my skin when I saw her standing there. She was fully clothed and was obviously just trying to scare me.

Growling, I helped her body out of the shower, then locked her out of the bathroom.

I got a few minutes of peace as I showered, and the hot water helped me unwind from the stress that Aisling had caused. By the time that I had finished, dried off, and shaved, I felt as good as I did when I first woke up.

I hummed to myself as I made breakfast. The house was quiet, so I could only assume that Aisling had gone to the gym or decided to annoy someone else for a while. I made myself a proper breakfast for once—scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast.

I hadn’t used the kitchen much since I’d outfitted it with new appliances and utensils, but there was something soothing, yet rewarding, about making a simple meal for myself. It just added to how great I felt.

After cleaning up my mess, I headed out the front door and down the driveway to check the mail.

The mailbox, which had been old and on its last legs—and on the list of things I needed to replace—was on the ground. The rusted old metal had a dent in it, and the wood of the post that it was attached to was snapped in half.

“Hm.” I stopped next to it, investigating it. It looked like a couple of kids had taken a baseball bat to the thing. That wouldn’t have been so surprising if I’d lived in the country somewhere, but it seemed odd that it happened here.

Then again, what did I really know about this neighborhood? I’d thrown a party for the adults, maybe some kids were pissed that they didn’t get the invite?

I didn’t know, but I wasn’t about to let it ruin my mood, so I picked the thing up and mucked it up across the lawn with me.

I didn’t have anything to replace it on hand, so I just threw it in the shed for the time being and decided that I would deal with it later.

Even so, it nagged at the back of my mind as I headed to the backyard to check on the garden—and more importantly, to see Wisty.

The plants had made significant progress since we’d planted them, and though they weren’t yet close to bearing fruit, I knew that it wouldn’t be long before they were. The house and enchanted garden had them growing strong. The tomato plants already looked like they were in need of something to support them, and they and many other plants were already forming flower bulbs.

Pride filled me once again as I looked out over the garden and took in everything I’d accomplished there. Sure, the house still needed a ton of work, but I’d done a lot in the short time since I’d moved in.

“Admiring your hard work?” a familiar voice asked.

I turned to face the smiling Wisty with a grin of my own.

We stood around for a moment like a couple of awkward teenagers before I cleared my throat and dared to reach out to brush a lock of her green hair behind her pointed ear. My fingers grazed the tip, and she shivered, curling into herself.

Damn, she’s so cute.

I took a moment to drink in the sight of her, raking my eyes down her lithe body. Today, her entire outfit was made of flower petals that were as long and thick as my arms. They were pink and white, which seemed to be her favorite colors, and wove around her body like a simple tee shirt and pair of shorts.

As always, her feet were bare and she had a flower tucked into her hair. This one was a pink rose that looked like one of the seeds I had picked out what seemed like forever ago.

“Do you like it?” Wisty asked, bringing her hands together behind her back and slightly swaying left and right as she waited for my answer.

“I love it,” I assured, “it really suits you.”

Her cheeks flushed to match the color of the rose, and we gazed into each other’s eyes for a few long moments before I dared to reach out and touch her face.

Her skin was soft and warm against my fingers, which were somewhat rough from all the work I’d been doing with my hands. My calloused fingertips traced along her cheek, to her jaw, then down to her chin, which I gripped lightly.

Wisty stared at me expectantly all the while, her lips slightly puckered, silently begging me to give her what she wanted so badly.

I thought of tormenting her, of making her ask for what she wanted again, but I decided against it. I figured she’d earned at least this much as I pressed my mouth against hers.

Our lips met in short kisses that quickly grew longer and more feverish. I slid my hands around to the small of Wisty’s back and pulled her closer, drawing her body against mine, basking in the warmth I felt through our clothes and the suppleness of her breasts as they pressed to my chest.

I felt each rise and fall of her chest, and when she tried to break away to gasp because I squeezed her ass, I leaned in further, catching her lips again.

Wisty’s arms wrapped around my neck, pulling me closer, and the next thing I knew we were tumbling to the ground.

She landed on her back in the grass, and I quickly broke away despite her trying to kiss me more.

“Are you okay?” I asked, my eyes dancing, searching her face.

“Shhh, just kiss me,” she pleaded.

“Is that what you want?” I teased.

She groaned, then stuck out her bottom lip in the cutest pout I’d ever seen.

I grinned, but before I went in for another kiss, I burned the image of her sprawled beneath me in the grass into my mind.

The flower from her hair lay discarded in the grass, and her hair was splayed out around her, framing her face with shades of green. The petals of her dress were ruffled and torn, and it was then I realized that I could rip them all away with ease.

“Mark,” she said, her voice a little thick with desire.

I lay my body over hers, letting her feel some of my weight on her, but also the growing bulge in my pants.

The instant Wisty felt it, she spread her legs, offering herself to me, and I settled between her parted thighs.

I kissed her again, and it quickly turned hot and heated.

“Mark!”

I nearly jumped out of my skin as I broke the kiss and craned my neck to look around.

I’d been so lost in the moment, in Wisty, that I didn’t even hear Belphie approach.

She stood next to us, casting a long shadow over us that I somehow didn’t notice until that moment, and I realized she was holding the laptop in her hands.

“Belphie.” I groaned in protest. “I’m a little busy.”

I had been busy, but Wisty slipped out from under me, and then ran off towards the greenhouse like we’d been caught fooling around by her mother. She was nothing but a pink, white, and green streak across the yard before she disappeared inside.

I could have cried.

I looked at Belphie with anger in my eyes, but she was so nonchalant that I realized she hadn’t meant anything by it…but that didn’t make it any less annoying.

“The laptop has foretold of desperate sluts in the area,” Belphie said as she held the laptop out to me. “Does it mean Aisling?”

My angry expression cracked, and I had to stifle a little laugh as I carefully pushed myself to my feet.

“It's just showing you an ad, Belphie,” I said.

“For desperate sluts? Why?” She wrinkled her nose. “And what is a horned milf?”

“Horny- I mean, no idea.”

I forgot to clear my cookies before I gave her the laptop.

“Infernal device, I do not care for sluts, desperate or not,” Belphie sternly told the laptop as she took it back from me. “I told you what I wanted.”

“You can’t just tell it what you want,” I began, then stopped myself. “Well, you can, but…that’s a whole other beast that I don’t want to get into.”

Belphie arched a slender brow at me, then looked down at the laptop.

“Now it’s showing me animated pornography.”

“Ugh, gimme that!” I took the laptop from her and, with my face burning crimson, I deleted my browser history, and in a moment of infinite wisdom opened up the page for the serial killer podcasts.

“Here, amuse yourself,” I said as I handed it back to her.

Belphie nodded her approval and sashayed off with a spring in her step.

I found myself standing in the garden alone, my boner deflated, ego bruised, and overall, my great morning ruined.

I thought of going after Wisty, but the moment had passed.

“Damn it,” I murmured as I headed for my room.

Time to lose myself in some Ark.

I did, for a while, but I started to feel bad for not being productive so early in the day, and I ended up pulling out the old tome from the attic and poring over it some more.

I knew I was getting close to a breakthrough, I saw the symbols I needed to change, I knew that they were wrong, but I hadn’t yet figured out what they were supposed to be.

But I would.

And I’d give Belphie back the freedom that she deserved.


CHAPTER 18


I was enjoying a nice plateful of party leftovers—cubed meats, cheeses, and cuts of fruits and vegetables—when Belphie walked into the kitchen.

That wasn’t anything unusual, she often sought me out to help her with the laptop—only today she didn’t have it with her.

“Good day,” I said, deciding not to comment on the fact that it was strange to see her outside her room without a specific purpose for leaving it.

Belphie nodded to me, her sleek black hair falling like curtains around the sides of her pale face. Her horns appeared shinier than usual, like she’d polished them, and her tail swayed gently behind her, giving off a slight rattling sound but by no means the ‘I’m pissed and about to murder you’ death maraca that I sometimes heard.

“There is something I would like to show you,” she said, then paused. “When you are ready.”

“Oh, what is it?” I asked.

“Something I should have shown you when you first arrived.”

Her somewhat indirect answer told me that she wouldn’t explain more until she was actually showing me whatever it was, but I didn’t rush my meal.

Belphie sat to join me at the table and even picked a cube of cheese off my plate, sniffing it before popping it into her mouth.

“Do demons not need to eat?” I asked.

“I feed on dreams,” she said simply, as if announcing that she was a vegetarian. “I have no need of further nourishment…though, this orange square does taste pleasant.”

“Cheddar cheese,” I helpfully supplied.

“Hm.” She took another piece and observed it more closely this time.

I watched her because I was amused, but also because she wore such interesting outfits. I didn’t know what influenced her design sense, but I loved the ‘goth goddess’ look that she favored.

If I had to describe her look at that moment, I’d call it goth librarian. The top of her dress was the color of blood that had been left to dry for a while, a reddish brown that I’d never considered sexy until that moment. It looked like a blouse with a proper collar and a ruffle at the front, and it had long sleeves that buttoned tightly around her wrists.

The bottom of the dress was black, which had to be her favorite color, but some of the red was woven into and under the ruffled end of the dress, which reached to about her knees. She wore white stockings beneath it, and a pair of shiny black loafers completed the look.

“Are you finished?” she asked.

I nodded and stood out from the table. Belphie did the same, and she didn’t hesitate to lead the way out of the kitchen and through the house.

She led me to the stairs, then around the side of them.

When she stopped there, I arched a brow, wondering if she’d gotten lost, but I watched in silence as her fingers traced along the wall.

I heard a soft click and seams appeared in the wall before it swung out and open.

“A hidden room? That’s so cool!” I said, already overflowing with ideas. I could make a secret gaming room, a man cave, hell, I could just use it to chill in whenever Aisling got on my nerves.

I looked down into the near darkness, at a set of dusty stairs. I didn’t want Belphie to go down first and risk her getting hurt, so I took them first.

I walked carefully, gripping the grimey railing all the while, and I heard Belphie following me—occasionally our hands even brushed as we touched the railing.

When we reached the bottom of the stairs, her hand slid up the wall until she found a switch, and she flicked on the lights.

My eyes narrowed, struggling for a moment to adjust, but I took in what I could.

It was a dirtied, long abandoned basement that was filled with boxes and furniture. It reminded me a lot of the attic, except it didn’t have an ominous feel to it.

No, unlike the attic or even any basement I’d ever stepped into, this one was pleasantly warm and welcoming, but not in a way I’d ever experienced.

Belphie walked across the room, weaving between boxes, and I followed her movements until I spied a small candle sitting on what looked to be an old fireplace. To my surprise, it was lit, and it glowed with a faint blue light.

“This is what I should have shown you,” she said, gesturing to the candle.

I looked at it, then to her face, then back at the candle.

“Okay,” I said, trying to put together the pieces.

To my surprise, Belphie let out a laugh. It was short and sweet, but it made my heart skip a beat.

“This is the spirit of the house—the goddess of the hearth.” She gestured for me to come closer, and I approached, my eyes locked on the flickering flames. “Before you came, it was but a nub, the smallest candle with only the faintest glow.”

“It’s a few inches long now,” I said, observing it, “and the light it’s giving off is like a normal candle.”

“Indeed.” She nodded. “I have mentioned it before, but the house is alive. In repairing it and the garden, you are not only saving Wisty, but also the goddess of the hearth.”

“Huh,” I eloquently said. I’d thought I was used to all of the weirdness, but it turned out that finding out my house had its own little spirit, a goddess no less, was apparently enough to rattle me.

“Do the other girls know about this?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I did not trust them enough to show them.”

But you trust me? I didn’t say that because I expected it would sour her mood, but I was deeply pleased by it.

Belphie was a tough nut to crack, but it seemed like I was finally starting to get through to her.

“The goddess of the hearth has been generous with her gifts,” Belphie said, drawing me out of my thoughts.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Have you not noticed? You do not tire as quickly, your body is more toned, you do not need as much sleep.”

“I have, but I thought that was just because I was getting used to all the hard work.”

“Yes and no. Some of it is natural, but much of this is thanks to the goddess of the hearth—her blessing, if you will.” Belphie stepped closer to me, reminding me that she was just about my height. “You do not feel like a normal man anymore. You feel like…more.”

“More?” I asked.

“Not quite a monster, but magical.”

“Huh.”

“Is that a lot for a human to take in?”

“You better believe it.” I laughed, watching the flame seem to glow brighter for a moment, like the spirit was pleased. “But it’s not weirder than anything else I’ve faced here.”

She nodded.

“So, if I continue to fix things up, I’ll get stronger?” I asked.

“She will give you whatever blessings that she sees fit,” Belphie replied. For once I felt like she wasn’t being purposely obtuse, I got the sense that she didn’t actually know what the hearth goddess might do for me.

“What else can I do for her?” I asked.

Belphie arched her brow, and a hint of a smirk played over her lips. “Now that, that is an interesting question, Mark.” If I had to guess, I’d managed to impress her. “You can leave offerings in the hearth.” She pointed to the fireplace. “They will make her stronger.”

“What kind of offerings?” I asked. I didn’t exactly fancy praying to my house.

“A meal that you made yourself would suffice. That is very much in keeping with the spirit of a hearth goddess.”

“Makes sense.”

Belphie nodded. She regarded the candle for a few moments, the blue light reflecting in her violet eyes, then bowed her head slightly to it before walking off.

I didn’t know much about hearth goddesses, but I figured that they deserved to reside in a clean space, so I set to work tidying up.

I gathered all the boxes, which were so frail that I had to be careful when lifting them, into one spot and decided I’d rifle through them later to see what was trash and what I could salvage.

After grabbing some cleaning supplies from upstairs, I dusted the hearth, scraping away years of grime and carefully cleaning around the base of the candle.

I hadn’t realized it had been sitting on a gold plate, but it gleamed as I polished it. I swore I saw a reflection of a smile in it that didn’t belong to me, and I knew that, though the work was hard, it was well worth the effort.

I swept and mopped and dusted and scrubbed until the room looked presentable, then flopped to sit on a coffee table.

As I looked around the room, I envisioned a nice gathering area—with a blazing fireplace at the centerpiece. I pictured myself and the girls curled up on couches arranged around it during the colder months. Even now, with only the candle lit, it was warm and welcoming.

“Another project to add to the list,” I said, as much to the hearth goddess as myself. That list seemed to grow longer no matter how hard I worked, but I wasn’t discouraged by that.

I was excited for the future.


CHAPTER 19


With Aisling out and Belphie absorbed in episodes of Forensic Files—that I’d introduced her to in order to keep her busy—Wisty and I were as close to having the house to ourselves as was possible.

And I was determined to make the best of it.

Over the few days since the party, it seemed that there was always something or someone determined to interrupt us, to ruin our sweet little moments or our heated makeout sessions. At times, it almost felt like it was on purpose, especially when Aisling was involved. Whether it was out of jealousy or boredom, I had no idea.

Breathing in the fresh air as I stepped out into the garden, I looked out over the blooming flowers and grinned. The vegetables we’d planted were coming along nicely—they were already bearing fruit. At the rate they were growing, I imagined that we’d have freshly grown food within a week, and I was excited for the prospect.

But not as excited as I was to have some alone time with Wisty.

Crossing the garden, I was almost at Wisty’s greenhouse when the door swung open and she stepped out, stretching her arms out over her head and making her breasts look more prominent than usual.

They were a respectable size, not the melons that Belphie had, but they fit nicely in my palm—I knew that for a fact.

As she relaxed from her stretch, I followed the sweep of her arms as they lowered to her sides.

Large red flower petals covered her body in a sweeping dress that looked out of place standing in the garden as we were. As usual, she looked like she belonged in a castle, or in a grand ballroom.

It brought back memories of dancing with her at the party, and I smiled, following the deep neckline of her dress that showed off her cleavage and dipped lower still to display her navel.

I wondered briefly why she had a belly button, but the thought slipped from my mind as her scent hit me.

It was stronger than ever, more citrus-like than ever, and it threatened to rob me of my senses.

Wisty giggled, doing a little twirl on the spot to show herself off.

She, like the garden, seemed to be in full bloom. Her cheeks were rosier than ever, and her pink eyes were bright with life in a way that I’d never known possible. She beamed at me, and her radiance, her beauty, her cheer, all of her left me breathless.

“How are you?” I managed to ask.

“Wonderful!” She spun again, this time on the tips of her toes like a ballerina. “Mark, I haven’t felt this good in years, not since before Elenor died and the garden fell into shambles.” The revelation dampened her expression. She reached out to touch my cheek. “And it’s all thanks to you.”

I leaned into her palm, suddenly feeling like a man starved for affection.

“Why did it fall into ruin?” I asked, which was something I’d wondered for a while but had thought better than to ask about. “You’re a garden nymph, couldn’t you maintain it?”

Wisty smiled sadly, and her eyes lowered to the ground, to her bare feet as they wiggled in the grass. Her hand fell away from my face.

“We don’t need to talk about it,” I said, reaching for her hand.

“No, I don’t mind, I’d just rather not talk about it out here in the open. It makes me feel…vulnerable.”

I nodded, and I was happy to follow Wisty inside the greenhouse. She led the way to her bed and sat on the edge, patting the spot beside her for me to join her as well.

“Elenor was like a mother to me—she was the closest thing that I ever had to one, you see,” Wisty began, and I was sure I knew where this was going, but I stayed quiet all the same, “when she died, I just…I stopped taking care of myself. I stopped taking care of the garden. I stopped caring about anything and everything and I just…withdrew into myself.”

I slid my arm around her, rubbing up and down her back, which her dress didn’t cover. Her skin was soft and warm beneath my fingertips.

“That lasted for years, honestly…it lasted until you showed up, Mark.” Her pink eyes fixed on mine, imploring me to understand the depths of her feelings and gratitude. “I haven’t felt this alive for years…No, I’ve never felt this alive, not even back then.”

“That makes me happy,” I said, smiling.

“It makes me afraid.”

“Why?”

“Because if you leave, you’ll take all my joy with you.”

“Wisty.” I reached out with my free hand, gripping her chin and forcing her to hold my eyes, even though she suddenly wanted to look anywhere but at me. “I’m not going anywhere. Never.”

“But—”

“No. This is my house and you’re…you’re my girl, Wisty.” My voice cracked and I croaked. “If I go, you do too.”

“I appreciate the thought, but I can’t leave here.” She smiled at me, stroking my face. “I’m bound to the garden.”

“For now.” I pressed a soft kiss to her mouth to quiet her fears.

“You’re impossible, you know that, right?” she said against my lips.

“I think it’s one of my better qualities.”

“You have many of those.” She looked at me, totally serious, and continued, “You’re intelligent, creative, hardworking, handsome, need I go on?”

I flushed and leaned back, rubbing at the side of my neck. It wasn’t like me to be embarrassed, but knowing how Wisty thought of me made me proud in a way that I couldn’t hope to describe.

Wisty giggled and leaned over to kiss my cheek.

I turned my head and caught her lips with my own. What started as a sweet, gentle meeting of lips quickly turned needy as the days of constant ‘will we, won’t we’ bubbled up inside us.

We fell over on the bed, pawing at one another, and I ran my hands down her sides, feeling her curves. She had a slender figure, lithe and with fairly wide hips that gave me plenty to hold onto.

The petals of her outfit were soft beneath my fingers, and I sank my fingers into them, feeling her supple flesh beneath. All the while we kissed hard and rough, tasting one another like we couldn’t get enough.

I sure couldn’t.

No matter how many times I kissed Wisty, her taste wasn’t enough to sate my appetite.

Still, I knew I needed to take my time with her—and most importantly, I needed her to tell me exactly what she wanted.

Well, I didn’t need it so much as I wanted it. What she desired was obvious in the hunger of her kisses and the way her hands gripped me, tugging at my clothes.

Breaking the kiss, I brought my mouth to her neck and began to suckle at the skin until I found a spot that made her wriggle. When I did, I suckled that spot, flicking my tongue against it.

“Mark,” she whimpered, tangling her fingers into my hair and giving it a pull.

I continued along her throat, pausing at each sensitive spot to tease her, and she mewled her delight and need, pulling at my clothes and trying to strip me down.

I didn’t let her, not yet. I wasn’t done playing with her.

“Mark,” she groaned as I kissed my way across her collarbone.

The way she moaned my name made my cock harden painfully against my jeans, but I just adjusted myself with my free hand and continued to taste her skin. There was a slight saltiness to it, but mostly she tasted like rosewater.

“Come on.” Wisty urgently tugged at my shirt, her body curling into mine, pulling me into her and practically wrapping herself around me.

“Tell me what you want,” I said. My voice sounded more like an aroused growl than I meant.

“Come ooon,” she whined, her bottom lip sticking out in a pout.

I kissed it in response, but I didn’t give her anything more than that before kissing down the neckline of her dress—over the mounds of her breasts and towards her navel.

“Mmm!” she moaned, writhing against my mouth.

I pushed her gently onto her back and crawled over her, lavishing her body with wet kisses until I reached the V of her dress below her navel, then began kissing my way back up again.

“Are you really gonna make me beg?” Wisty asked. Her breaths were coming out labored now, her chest rising and falling with each breath.

“Mhm,” I hummed.

“Please…kiss me.”

“I am.”

“I know.” She faltered, biting down on her bottom lip as she watched me lick the valley between her breasts. “Kiss…kiss my breasts,” she whispered, her cheeks flushing a deep shade of red.

“You didn’t say please,” I taunted, squeezing her breasts in my palms.

“Please!” she gasped, arching into me.

Gripping the petals on the upper part of her dress, I literally ripped them away from her body, revealing her perky tits to me for the first time.

I took a fraction of a second to admire her breasts before sliding a hand over each and giving the naked flesh a squeeze. Pleased by the way she felt, and the little moan she gave, I lowered my mouth to her left breast and gave a little lick.

“Ooh!” she exclaimed, sliding her hands into my hair and cradling me to her chest. “That feels nice.”

As she had asked, I began kissing her breasts, tasting the mounds before latching my lips around a hardened nipple and sucking.

“Oh yes!” she cried, curling against me, burying her face in my hair.

I swapped back and forth between her breasts, sucking one and pinching the nipple of the other.

“More!” Wisty begged, arching to meet my mouth.

“Say it.”

She groaned, equal parts pleasure and frustration.

I continued working her nipples, enjoying the way they hardened against my tongue when I pushed on them, and how they swelled against my touch.

“My…my,” Wisty stammered, letting out a strangled note of frustration. “My womanhood.”

“Your womanhood?” I chuckled against her breast.

“Kiss there too,” she pleaded, pouting.

I crawled up her body, resting some of my weight on her, and pressed my mouth to her ear. “You mean you want me to eat your pussy?” I whispered.

She nodded vigorously, and I felt her spread her legs for me.

“Then say it.”

A breath deflated her chest, and though she whined in protest, I felt the heat thrumming from her body.

She liked the teasing as much as she liked what I was doing to her.

“Please eat my pussy,” she said, her voice breathy and needy.

“Good girl.” I kissed her ear, barely able to contain my glee and arousal as I crawled down her body.

I easily tore through her flower dress, revealing first her creamy, smooth legs, and then the precious treasure that lay between them.

Her pussy was slightly paler than the rest of her body, like she’d tanned in the sun and had been wearing a bikini bottom, and the insides of her folds were the most wonderful shade of pink.

As she opened her legs more, the folds spread, and I got a look at her perfect little opening—and a glimpse of her tight backdoor.

“You act all shy,” I said, tracing my fingers over the outsides of her thighs, “but you spread for me so eagerly.”

“It’s not an act,” Wisty said, her fingers sinking into the covers as she watched me. Her chest heaved, and she was panting for breath though I hadn’t even touched her most sensitive place yet.

Time to remedy that.

I slid off the bed to kneel beside it, then dragged Wisty’s hips to the edge. The scent of her arousal hit me, earthy and natural, and I drank in the sight of her glistening skin before leaning in for my first taste of her.

“Yes!” Wisty cried.

I’d barely even touched the tip of my tongue to her pussy.

Hooking her thighs over my shoulders, I buried my face in her slit and ran my tongue over her slowly, dragging it from her opening to her clit before slowly starting over again.

Wisty couldn’t keep still. Her hips bucked, her hands grabbed at anything that she could grip, her head tilted back and her lips parted in silent—and sometimes not-so-silent—moans.

I freed my cock from my jeans just so I didn’t have to feel it all pent up, then went to town on her pussy, resolving to give her at least one orgasm before even letting it near her.

Wisty’s fingers tangled in my hair, pulling it whenever I made her back arch, and she pushed her hips towards me, willing me to bring her pleasure.

I honed in on her clit, licking it at different angles until I found the magical combination that really made her moan—the left side, just along the curve of the hood—and then I abused that spot like it owed me money.

“Oh, yes!” Wisty arched so hard that her ass and lower back lifted off the bed, and I gripped her by her hips to keep her pinned to my face.

I licked and lapped, occasionally suckling and slurping her clit until I felt her thighs grow taut around me.

“I,” she began, sucking in a deep breath. “I’m close. I can feel it.”

I brought her to the edge, and just as she was about to plunge into mindless bliss—I stopped.

“Hey!” Her voice was uncharacteristically harsh.

“You know what I want.”

“And you know what I want.” She raised herself up on her elbows and stared down her body at me. “Make me come,” she demanded, all hints of shyness lost now that she was deep in the throes of desire.

I didn’t disappoint her.

I buried myself again, focusing on her sensitive bundle of nerves and flicking my tongue over it until she lost all control of her body.

Wisty cried my name out again and again, writhing and bucking against me, and I followed her movement, licking her clit until she curled into herself, pulling her thighs from over my shoulders and flopping boneless back on the bed.

I crawled up her body, kissing her on the lips and grinning at the dazed look in her eyes.

“Goddess,” she whispered.

I felt my cock brush her belly and remembered I’d let it out for a little stretch.

Wisty looked down, and her lips parted slightly, her eyes widening as she stared at me.

“Can…can I touch it?” Wisty asked.

“You can do whatever you want with it,” I gruffly replied.

Wisty wrapped her fingers around my cock, rubbing slowly up and down my shaft as she marveled at the sight of it.

I closed my hand around hers, encouraging her to grip me tighter.

“I don’t think it’ll fit,” she whispered as she jerked me off, sending sparks of pleasure through my body.

I was half-tempted just to let her keep stroking me. Her dainty fingers wrapped around me felt so good, the tiny sparks kept growing into shockwaves of pleasure.

“Oh, I think we’ll manage.” I slid my hand between her thighs, tickling her bare slit before delving deeper, to her opening. It was silky and wet, warm and welcoming. I swallowed hard as I resisted the urge to mount her then and there and instead gently probed at her entrance with a single finger.

“Mmm.” She wriggled.

“You like that?” I pressed the tip of my finger inside her.

“I think so.”

“You think so?”

“It feels strange, but in a good way.” She shifted, spreading her legs as far as possible for me. “I don’t know how to describe it.”

“Try,” I urged as I slowly pushed my finger inside her.

“Ohh. I, um, ah!” Wisty arched, her opening clenching slightly around me. “It’s this…this wonderful fullness.”

“Yeah?”

“But I’m not full enough yet.” She lifted her head, her somewhat dazed eyes staring into mine as I sank my finger to the hilt inside her. “Still not full enough.”

“Tell me what you need,” I said.

“You.”

“My what?”

“Ugh,” Wisty groaned as her head flopped back on the bed.

Smirking, I slowly pulled my finger out of her, then eased it back in.

“Ohh.”

“You like that?”

“Yes.”

“Want more?”

“Please give me more,” she begged.

I fingered Wisty slowly and carefully at first, but as she lifted her hips and thrust back on me, I worked my finger into her faster, until my hand made a wet slapping sound as it impacted against her pussy.

“Oh, yes! Yes!” she cried.

I slowed and she groaned until she felt me pressing a second finger against her tight little opening. I worked her carefully, enjoying her moans and gasps and the way she writhed against the bed.

“I…I didn’t think I could take so much,” Wisty said, her fingers sinking into the blankets, knotting them in her fists. “I bet I could even take your…”

“My?”

“You’re not gonna be satisfied if I just say manhood, are you?” She huffed, but it was cut off by a little moan as I managed to get two of my fingers about halfway inside her.

“You know me so well.”

“Cock,” Wisty breathlessly whispered, then giggled slightly, making her tighten around me. “Oh fuck!”

With both my fingers lodged to the hilt inside her, I curled them, then angled my hand so that my thumb touched her clit.

“Ahhn,” Wisty whimpered. She pushed her hips against my hand, fucking herself on my fingers and angling her hips to rub her clit against my thumb. “So good.”

“You like that?” I slid my fingers in and out of her, working her open to take my cock. I was so hard that it hurt, but I kept my hands on her, pleasuring her, preparing her.

“Yes,” she breathed the word through trembling lips, then reached both hands out to grab me by the shoulders. “But I need more.”

“You’re such a greedy girl.” I fingered her harder.

“I am. So greedy. So needy.” Her hands slid down my shoulders, gripping my upper arms before falling to her body to play with her breasts.

I sucked in a breath as I watched her pinch and pull at her nipples—and I knew that shy, innocent Wisty had completely lost herself to desire and pleasure.

I still wasn’t prepared for what she said next.

“I need your cock.”

Swallowing hard, I pulled my fingers from her opening and lifted them to her lips.

Wisty gripped me around the wrist and opened her mouth for me. As I pushed my fingers inside, she licked the tips, coated in her arousal, clean.

“Mmm,” she purred.

I slipped my fingers from between her velvety lips, but she chased it a little, caressing the tips with her tongue.

Seeing her laying there, naked and ready for me, I couldn’t get out of my clothes fast enough. I practically tore myself out of them while Wisty situated herself on the bed, tucking the pillow under her head and looking at me with eyes half-lidded from desire.

I practically threw myself on top of her, situating myself between her parted thighs and lining myself up against her entrance. It was slick for me, and I rubbed the head of my cock up and down her folds, enjoying the heat of her pussy and the way she wriggled to try to get me inside her. The silkyness of her lower lips felt like heaven gliding against my glans. Signals of pleasure came from there to swim all over my body.

“Please,” she said, her voice throaty with lust.

I pressed my tip to her opening, then eased it inside slowly, letting out a little groan as she took the head with a quivering sigh.

“Oh my, yes!” she cried as she slid her hands down to grip her thighs and pull them back like she was offering herself to me.

I fought the urge to plunge into her and instead fed my shaft to her slowly, inching it inside her, all while she moaned and curled her toes.

By the time our hips touched, we were both out of breath—and out of our minds with desire.

“Don’t hold back,” Wisty pleaded, still gripping the back of her knees and holding her thighs back and out of the way. “Fuck me hard!”

Powerless to resist her desperate begging, I braced my hands on either side of her body and drew my hips back slowly—then slammed in to the hilt again.

“Yes,” she cried, “just like that.”

Wisty’s body curled into mine as I plowed her with all my might, rocking the bed until it creaked and hit the wall. I didn’t care. I just kept going.

“Goddess, yes!” she moaned, arching her back and shoving her hips back to fill herself with me.

Her pussy was tight and wet around me, and I had to practically force myself along her insides whenever she clenched. She loved that—crying out and biting hard on her bottom lip whenever I did it.

She fit me like a glove—the tightest glove I’d ever worn—and I knew I wouldn’t last long, so I shifted my weight to one hand and slipped the other between us.

“Oh, goddess fucking yes!” Wisty moaned the instant my thumb stroked her clit.

I rubbed it gently at first, but the fervor of my pace rose with the pressure building in my cock.

“I’m…I’m close.” She breathed my name on a feverish breath and finally released her thighs. Her hands slid around my shoulders instead, pulling me closer, pinning my body to hers so all I could do was pull my hips back slightly before rutting back into her.

My ability to form words died as I pounded her pussy, and judging by the way she moaned and whimpered, I figured Wisty was in the same boat as me.

“Fuck, yes!” She sank her fingernails into my shoulders, raking them down my back as I pushed her over the edge. Her body seized up against me, trembling hard, but I hardly felt that because her already tight pussy clamped down on my cock.

My whole body went tense with a Viking-like climax for the ages, as I let out an involuntary cry sure to alert all our housemates.

Fireworks exploded behind my eyes as I finished inside her, filling her with my hot seed. I pushed until I bottomed out in her, then bucked and thrust with each spurt.

Wisty wrapped her legs around me, pinning our hips together, taking all of my cum with whimpers and moans of delight.

By the time we both finished, I hadn’t any strength left in my body, but her legs were still wrapped around me, so all I could do was collapse atop her.

Wisty hugged me, nuzzling into the side of my neck as she let out a content little sigh.

“That was amazing,” she whispered, cuddling close to me.

“You were,” I agreed.

Wisty giggled, kissing my cheek, and I rolled us onto our sides so we could relax properly.

Despite that, Wisty kept a leg around me, holding me close to her.

And I was happy to lay there with her, stroking her hair until she started to doze.


CHAPTER 20


“I can’t believe I fell asleep!” Wisty said, covering her face and her flushed cheeks.

“It’s okay, I took it as a compliment.” I laughed, running my fingers through her messy green hair. I took no small amount of pride in knowing that I was most of the reason that it looked like a bird’s nest. “More importantly, how are you feeling?”

“Muscles that I didn’t even know I had ache.” She crawled closer to where I lay and flattened herself against my side. “But in a good way.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you until you’re feeling better.” I grinned, kissing her forehead. I knew girls loved gestures like that, but I was also genuinely happy to stay with Wisty as long as she wanted me there.

“You’re so sweet.” She nuzzled my neck. “But you don’t have to do that. I know you’re a busy guy.”

“Hey, I haven’t had a day off in weeks. I think I earned one.”

“Very true.” She drew her fingers along my chest, tracing small hearts on my skin before resting her palm over my heart. “What shall we do today?”

“I can think of at least one thing we can do.” I slid my hand around her, down her back and to her firm ass.

Wisty giggled, playfully pushing at my chest. “I think I need a little break first, but I’ll be happy to, tomorrow.”

“Excellent.” I smiled, but it faltered as the thoughts that had plagued me all while she slept resurfaced.

“What is it?” Wisty asked, her brow wrinkled in concern.

I wondered what my face must have looked like to have tipped her off so fast, but it was as good a time as any to have the dreaded talk.

“I’ve just noticed stuff has been a little strange around here lately.” I paused. “Well, strange is maybe the wrong word when you live with Aisling, but I’ve just been thinking about that broken mailbox I replaced and how everyone was so fearful at the party. Seems odd, no?”

“They think the house is haunted,” Wisty replied.

“And they’re right.”

“Some humans can sense such things, you know. Magic and the like. Perhaps they can.”

“All of them?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

Wisty shrugged. “I’m sure it’s nothing, Mark. Aisling was terrorizing them all night, after all. It’s no wonder they were afraid, they were right to be.”

“That’s fair enough, but what about the mailbox?”

“An accident, perhaps?”

I wasn’t convinced, but with nothing else to go on, it was a dead end.

We fell into silence, a comfortable one, and I closed my eyes.

“What do you know about monsters?” Wisty asked out of the blue.

I opened my eyes and stared blankly at her.

“Right, right.” She chuckled, kissing my cheek and snuggling close to me. “Well, they form clans, with the most influential and strongest monsters leading the clan.”

“Huh,” was all I could think to say. I had an idea where she was going with it, but I decided to let her make her point.

“What we have here is an unusual clan, because they’re usually composed of only one species, but it’s a clan nonetheless,” Wisty concluded, looking at me meaningfully.

“I…don’t know about that,” I said, because it was an awful lot to wrap my head around. “Us? A clan?”

“And you’re the leader.”

“Wait, me? Not Belphie?”

“Who else? You brought us all together. You gave us purpose. You are rebuilding our home and taking care of our needs.” Her pink eyes gazed into mine and all I saw in them was admiration and earnestness.

"I mean, yeah, but does that really make me a clan leader? What do the other girls think?” I asked skeptically.

“They agree, of course—though I’m sure Belphie would rather die than admit it.” She laughed.

“I see.” I lay my head back and stared up at the glass ceiling as I tried to process what she had told me.

Me? A clan leader?

It was hard to imagine, but a tempting one all the same. I wasn’t exactly the sort that craved power or even a manager position, but it was nice to be recognized.

I guess I can figure out how to run a clan, it can’t be that hard with only three other members, I mused. Four, if you count the hearth goddess.

“You can do it.” Wisty kissed my cheek.

We spent the better part of the day in her bed, leaving only to take a shower and for me to fetch some food, and when the evening came, we retreated to my room.

Before long we ended up naked and cuddling again.

“Aisling has told me a lot about movies. Are we able to watch one on that?” Wisty asked as she pointed at the television I’d mounted on the wall.

“We sure can.” I reached around blindly, grabbing first for the remote and flicking the TV on. Some anime that I didn’t recognize played on the screen.

“Ooh, wonderful. It’s just as Aisling said.” Wisty sat up slightly in the bed. “What’s this?”

“I have no idea, but I could put on some good movies, if you’d like?”

“I would.” She fluttered her long lashes at me.

I fiddled around on different TV apps, trying to decide on a movie to put on, before inspiration struck.

“This is the first movie I ever watched,” I said as I put on The Lion King. “It’s a classic, and I still love it, if I’m being honest.”

“Ohh, and it takes place in a different world,” Wisty said as the movie started. “One that I’ve never seen before.

It took me a few long moments to figure out what she meant.

“It’s animated,” I said, then realized that was maybe not enough of an explanation, “it means someone drew this.”

“Wow!” Her eyes went wide with wonder, and from that moment on they were glued to the screen.

I spent a while flicking my attention between the movie and Wisty’s expression, before eventually feeling a little idle.

I’d been so active over these last few weeks that it felt strange not doing anything, or even trying to settle down to watch a movie.

For a while I lay with my head in Wisty’s lap while I read Belphie’s tome. I was close to a breakthrough, I knew it, but I couldn’t focus with Wisty playing with my hair, so I set the book aside because I was already beginning to fall asleep.

Instead of getting up, I lay there, enjoying her touch and thinking about how much my life had changed.

I’d gone from a super successful realtor who hated his job to a guy who was repairing a literal haunted house. I went from hating my life to loving every single moment of it.

“I can’t believe he just did that! And to his brother?!” Wisty said, her voice trembling. I stared up at her and realized she was in tears. “How could he do that?”

“It’s okay, babe.” I caressed her face, stroking the tears from her eyes. “It’s just a story.”

“It’s a sad story.”

“It gets better,” I promised.

She nodded and we settled down again to enjoy the movie. This time, I was able to lose myself in it, and time flew until, before I knew it, the end credits were rolling.

“Wow,” Wisty said. Her lips moved wordlessly, and I knew what she meant. The movie had blown my mind the first time I’d watched it too—and then again when I watched it as a young adult and finally understood it.

“The sequel isn’t anywhere near as good, but there are a bunch of other Disney movies that you’ll probably like,” I said, smiling at her.

“There are more?” Wisty grinned, her eyes alight with joy. “Can we watch another?”

“Is that what you want?” I teased.

“It really is.” She laughed.

I decided that it was best to follow with the sequel, despite me not liking it as much, and I relaxed into the bed to enjoy some more quiet time with my woman.

Wisty was enthralled by this movie as well, and I knew that she’d just found her new favorite hobby. I was happy to have introduced it to her, but I could barely keep my eyes open.

Until a scream tore through the mansion.


CHAPTER 21


I threw on a pair of shorts before I burst into the hall, nearly tripping on my own feet as I followed the sound of Aisling’s voice screaming my name.

“If this is a joke, I’m gonna be pissed,” I shouted as I took the stairs two at a time.

Wisty gave a cute yawn behind me, and I glanced back to see her wearing one of my shirts.

“Stay here,” I said, afraid that we were faced with some kind of intruder or threat. As I passed some building materials, I grabbed a board to defend myself and ran through the dining hall—knocking over a suit of armor in the process.

“Mark!” Aisling’s voice was unlike anything I ever heard from her before. If she was faking, then she was a hell of an actor, because the pure fear and desperation in her voice wrenched my heart.

“Ah!” Wisty cried out from the stairs, and I heard a thump that told me she hit the floor.

Torn between checking on her and seeing what Aisling was yelling for, I hurried back the way I came.

“I’m okay. I just feel weak,” Wisty said as I rounded the doorframe. “Go see what’s wrong with Aisling.” Her arms and legs trembled, and I realized then that something was wrong with Wisty—something more than a slight fall down the stairs.

“The garden,” I breathed, and, still carrying the board, I ran into the kitchen.

Smoke drifted in through the open door, and Aisling stood in it, her green eyes wide and full of fear.

“I don’t know what happened,” she said, “I was in the stable with Imogen, and I smelled smoke. A second later and—”

I hurried forwards, and she stepped aside so that I could exit the house.

The moment I did, my heart dropped.

A fire blazed in the garden, billowing dark smoke into the sky.

The board dropped from my hand as I looked at all of our hard work—literally gone up in flames.

But it wasn’t just about the hard work, no, it was mainly about Wisty, who thrived when the garden was in full bloom.

“Go see to Wisty!” I shouted as I surged into action. My bare feet slammed against the grass, and stray rocks cut and bruised the soles, but I didn’t give a fuck.

I skidded to a stop next to the garden hose, and I prayed to whatever deities might exist that this would be enough to put the fire out. Practically ripping it from where it was wound against the side of the mansion, I ran back towards the garden and pinched the trigger, spraying water ahead of me.

I nearly collapsed in relief when I realized the stream of water could reach the fire, and I blasted it with the strongest nozzle, which made more smoke fill the air—so much that I could hardly see where I was aiming, but I didn’t stop firing water in the direction of the flames.

“What happened here?”

I nearly jumped out of my skin. Trying to put out the fire had taken so much of my attention that I didn’t even hear Belphie come up next to me.

“I don’t know,” I said when her words registered in my brain.

Glancing between the fire, which I could now make out a bit more, and Wisty and Aisling as the latter supported the former while they made their way towards me, anger raged inside me.

“Plants do not catch fire on their own,” Belphie said, voicing my thoughts.

Aisling and Wisty came to a stop beside us, and for a moment, I was tempted to blame the mischievous dullahan, but her expression stilled my tongue.

Her eyes were wide and watering, her face so pale that her freckles seemed darker than usual. She and Wisty seemed to be holding each other up rather than her supporting Wisty. Somehow, Aisling looked worse than the garden nymph, who had paled some and was weaker than she’d been just minutes ago. They both trembled, and I wanted to hold them, to comfort them, but I had a job to do first.

I turned my full attention back to the fire, but it was no more than smoldering plants and grass. Luckily, it didn’t seem like any accelerant had been used, not one that I’d known of at any rate—though I did wonder why the plants didn’t simply wilt instead of going up in flames like kindling. As I watched wisps of smoke rise from the ruins of our garden, I knew that we’d somehow made an enemy.

But who? When? All I’ve done is try to fix up an old house, who could possibly take issue with—

Mary Ellen’s face flashed in my mind. I knew it was a leap, but she and her cronies were the only ones who had approached me with issues.

It didn’t exactly seem their style to jump to lighting my garden on fire, but then I remembered the broken mailbox.

Had that been a warning that I didn’t heed? Were they trying to frighten us off, so they could get some normal folk in the house?

“Mark,” Belphie said, drawing me from the thoughts, “there is no more need for water.”

I looked out over the garden, where the fire was out, but steam and smoke still continued to stream from the charred and ruined plants, then at my hand, where I had the trigger of the hose nozzle pulled.

I stared at it, but I couldn’t seem to move my finger.

I’m in shock.

Belphie’s hands gently closed around mine, and she took the hose from me, then tossed it to the ground.

I stared at it still, my mind blank, struggling to understand what had happened.

Then I heard sniffling. I didn’t quite recognize it at first, but it turned into sobs.

The girls need me to be strong.

That thought was all it took to drag me back to my senses, and I looked at each of them in turn.

Belphie was nearest to me, and she wore the deepest frown I’d ever seen. Her jaw was set, a firm line of tension, and her usually full lips were drawn taut.

Wisty and Aisling were a little behind us, both trembling. I expected it to be Wisty who was sobbing, but no, it was Aisling. As I watched, she collapsed into the grass.

“It wasn’t me, I promise,” she said, her voice so thick with emotion that she choked on the words, “I know I play too many pranks, but—”

As she spoke, I approached her, and I fell to my knees in front of her, wrapping my arms around her trembling form.

“I know,” I said, rubbing my hand up and down her back.

“Who would do something like this?” Wisty asked as she lowered herself beside us.

I hugged her too. She nestled tightly into me, burying her face in my neck. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“I feel weaker than before, but not as bad as when you first arrived.”

“Did you see anything, Aisling?”

She shook her head, unable to get a word out.

I held them both, my chin resting atop their heads, and I made eye contact with Belphie as she came to a stop beside us. I invited her into the hug with a lifting of one arm, but she shook her head.

“I will take a look around the rest of the property to make sure things are in order,” she said.

From the way her tail rattled, I knew that she was pissed, but I didn’t have it in me to pity anyone that she might find.

I left the girls to hold each other, not because I didn’t want to comfort them, but because I needed to investigate—I needed to make sure we were actually safe.

With Belphie’s help, I scoured the front and back yards, but there was no trace of anyone or anything. Whoever had set the fire had made a speedy retreat.

Finally, there was nothing left to investigate but what was left of the burnt patch of our garden, and I stepped through it. Some part of me was sad that all our work had gone to waste, but mostly I was livid.

Some coward was attacking us, and they didn’t even have the courage to face me themselves, they just hit and run.

Worst of all, I didn’t have any proof to point fingers at anyone.

Not yet.

But I would.

“I’ll buy the best fucking security system known to man,” I said, practically shouting into the sky. “You won’t scare us out of here!”

I didn’t know who I was talking to—the neighbors, the universe, it didn’t matter.

“Mark,” Belphie said.

“I’ll fucking boobytrap every entrance if I have to.”

“Mark,” Wisty said.

“I’ll build a fence so high it blocks out the damn sun!”

“Mark,” Aisling croaked.

I lowered my eyes from the cloud I’d been shouting at and turned towards the girls. “What?” I asked, trying not to snap at them because I knew they weren’t to blame.

“Look down,” they said in unison.

I did.

My bare feet stood among ashes and wilted plants, just as I expected…

Except the plants twitched and started to rise from where they lay. Their leaves, which had gnarled and limped, quivered as the stems rose back to their full height. The earth between them wriggled as if a hundred worms were beneath the surface, and grass broke through, growing to the height of my ankles before stopping

“What,” I blurted before my brain fully comprehended what I was staring at. “Wisty?” I asked without looking up.

“It’s not me.”

I stared at the ground, but the longer I did, the more confused I got.

My anger had wavered in my confusion, and the grass had stopped growing, but that didn’t change the fact that I was standing next to a tomato plant that had limbs sagging under the weight of the fruit that graced it.

“How is this possible?” I said, reaching out to touch one of the small tomatoes, which was still green as it had not ripened yet.

“I guess the fire didn’t burn the plants down to the roots,” Wisty said.

“Well, okay, but that’s not really what I meant.” I chuckled, completely baffled.

“I believe I can fill in the blanks,” Belphie said. She strode forwards slowly, running her fingers over the tops of the plants as she came towards me. “It was you.”

“That literally doesn’t fill in any blanks.”

“Does it not? I already explained the hearth goddess to you, did I not?”

“You’re gonna have to walk me through this one like I’m an idiot.”

“The hearth goddess has been giving you powers, and your coupling with Wisteria, the solidification of your bond, allowed the goddess to bless you with a touch of her powers as well.” Belphie came to a stop in front of me, her violet eyes boring into mine. “You are a remarkable man. Unlike any I have ever met.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, but then I remembered that I was talking to a demon princess. “I mean, I’m just a human, right?”

“Technically…but now you are something a little more. A human blessed with a touch of magic.” She looked me up and down in a purely scientific way, then turned her gaze to the plants that I had created. “These plants are infused with magic. They will not burn so easily as the others.”

“I’m not even sure how the others burned. Maybe it was because of the wooden supports?” I scratched my head, but I guessed it didn’t matter how they burned, only that someone had obviously set the damn things on fire. “I need to get the supports set up again, but not before I set up a security system. Our safety takes priority.”

“What about the police,” Aisling said. “The human police, I mean.”

“Are there really any others?”

“My multiple arrests for exposing myself to humans says yes.”

“Okay.” Magical cops were a lot to absorb, but I brushed it off. It wasn’t the strangest thing that I’d heard since morning, nor the most important. “Well, we have no idea who did it, but more than that…” I trailed off, looking at the girls.

I didn’t want to bring a bunch of strange people around the girls, people who might figure out what they were and try to hurt them. I couldn’t risk that.

“We’ll handle this on our own,” I said.

Belphie nodded her approval, while Wisty and Aisling exchanged worried glances.

“I’m going to order a security system, but until it’s in place, I’ll patrol the ground, okay?” I said as I walked over to them and placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “I won’t let anything happen, I promise.”

“I just never expected anyone to bother us here…” Aisling said, her green eyes dancing, searching my face for answers, but I didn’t have any. “I always felt so safe.”

“I will help patrol,” Belphie offered. “My powers may be suppressed, but I am more than enough to deal with most threats.”

I thought of asking what sort of powers she had, and just how strong she really was, but it didn’t seem the time or place, so I simply nodded.

“Thank you,” I said.

“I do not have much need for sleep, so leave the nights to me.”

I was surprised by her willingness to help us, which just made me want to release her from her bindings even more, and I smiled at her.

We shared a nod of understanding before she turned away and began to walk across the lawn. I realized then that I’d found a dependable ally in Belphie, and my throat tightened slightly with emotion.

Then I turned to the two worried girls.

Wisty was looking better now, she was able to stand on her own again, but she and Aisling still looked afraid.

I embraced them, pulling them both against my body and squishing them gently.

“This won’t happen again,” I promised.

Come hell or high water, I’d make sure that was the truth.


CHAPTER 22


“Right, that should do it,” I said as I flopped back in my chair—which spewed a cloud of dust into the air—and pulled my smartphone from my pocket. My free hand brushed a bead of sweat away from my forehead as the other opened up the new app I’d installed.

It took a few moments to load, and I glanced around the hidden room under the stairs. I felt bad for not having the time to clean it up yet, but our safety came first—and I could only hope that the hearth goddess understood as much.

Before long, I had a bird’s-eye view of my property in my palm. The system dinged me to indicate that there was movement in the yard, so I knew that the motion sensors were working, and I sighed in relief as I watched Aisling walk across the yard with Imogen in tow.

I was sure that the notifications would eventually annoy me, given how active we were, but I hoped this was only a temporary measure until I figured out how to deal with things.

It had been three days since the incident—three busy days of searching for a great security system, waiting for it to arrive, and then installing it—I’d scarcely had time to breathe since then, but I could finally relax.

I had no intention of that just yet.

All while I worked, I thought of the strange show of power I’d displayed in the garden, and I’d wonder if I could replicate it, but I hadn’t the time to actually try anything. I’d been busy each day from dawn until dusk, setting up motion sensors, cameras, and control panels. When I crashed into bed each night, I was too tired to fool around with my apparent new powers, though I dreamed of them—and what I might do with them.

It was for that reason that I’d grabbed a small pot of dirt from Wisty’s greenhouse and planted a single seed within it. Looking at the dusty coffee table where I’d set it, I put my phone back in my pocket and focused on the tiny pot instead.

Nothing happened.

I didn’t really expect it to be easy, and part of me thought of going to Wisty for help, but there was something to be said about trying things out for yourself before asking for help.

Taking the pot into my hand, I narrowed my eyes at it, willing my intense focus to make the seed within it grow, but there wasn’t even the slightest movement from the first.

I thought back to the last time I used the power, to the rush of emotion I’d felt. I tried to summon that up again, which was easy enough considering how pissed I still was about everything.

Anger bubbled inside me, churning up my stomach and clenching my teeth. I was surprised by how easily I could call it forth, but there was no sign of movement from the pot, so I breathed out a deep sigh to calm myself.

Calling forth my nerdy repertoire of knowledge, I tried to sense the ki of the universe or the residual mana in the seed itself, but there was nothing.

“I see you have made an offering to the hearth goddess.”

I startled, nearly knocking the flower pot off the table, then glanced over my shoulder at Belphie.

I wasn’t surprised to see that she had my laptop in her hands.

I followed her gaze to the fireplace, and was surprised to see that the plate of spaghetti I’d left there looked like it had been licked clean.

That would have shocked me a couple of months ago, but I just rolled with it. A fireplace that ate spaghetti wasn’t nearly as surprising as a dullahan who pulled pranks, a garden nymph who could make plants grow, or a demon who liked to make her own outfits.

“Hey Belphie, need some help with something?” I asked.

She placed the laptop on the coffee table in front of me, then inspected the pot of dirt next to it. “It seems you do as well,” she said.

“Well, I tried a few things, but I’m not really sure how to continue,” I said, then pulled the laptop closer. “What can I help you with? Your ad blocker is still working, right?”

“Yes, there are no more desperate sluts or penis enlargements.” Blephie sat on the arm of my chair, her full thigh brushing up against me. It was surprisingly warm to the touch, supple and inviting. Her strapless corset dress, which was black with hot pink ribbons, barely covered the upper part of her thighs, showing off her long, pale legs.

I tried my best not to look at her breasts as she leaned forwards, placing a finger on the touchpad of the laptop.

“I am stuck,” she said.

“Oh, it’s just frozen. It does that sometimes. You just need to restart it.” I paused, looking at all the tabs she had open. “It’s probably because you have so many sites open in these tabs.”

“But I do not wish to lose them.” She frowned, her brows furrowing cutely as she leaned in so close that I feared her horns would poke my eye out.

“Don’t worry, we can save them. Watch.” When the computer finally started responding, I showed her how to bookmark websites, and Belphie picked that up rather quickly.

I expected her to take the laptop and go, but instead she picked up the flower pot, gently placing it in my hands.

“In the beginning, it is easier to use magic by touching that which you wish to influence,” she said, and I watched as she manipulated me, using my one hand to hold the pot while placing the fingers of the other into the dirt.

“Oh?” I asked, mesmerized by the slight rise and fall of her chest as she spoke, and the way her slender fingers worked to position me. It was the closest we’d ever been, and the first time I noticed that she smelled a little spicy, like freshly grated cinnamon.

“Dirt acts as a conductor for earth magic. You need not touch the seed itself,” she said.

“I was barefoot the last time I did it,” I realized, and Belphie nodded.

“I will give you a hand this time,” she said.

“How?”

“I will feed some of my magic into you, so that your channels open and you can use your powers freely for a time.”

I stared at her blankly, but decided to trust in her. She hadn’t given me any reason not to trust her, on the contrary, she had proved herself a valuable ally, and I knew she understood this more than I did.

“Okay, hit me with it,” I said.

Belphie nodded and closed her violet eyes, drawing in a deep breath that inflated her already generous chest. Her hand touched my bare skin, and the hair on my arms raised as a jolt went through me. It wasn’t quite like receiving a static shock, but it felt similar, only more pleasurable, like being tickled from the core of my being.

The sensation started where her fingers touched me, spreading through my body like it flowed through my veins. The warmth relaxed me, and in my mind’s eye, I swore I saw something. A little orb of a seed. Cracks formed in it, then the beginning of a seedling sprouted forth. It stretched and grew, forming roots and leaves, and I was vaguely aware that the dirt in the flower pot shifted beneath my fingertips.

“Open your eyes,” Belphie said.

I did—and I wasn’t really surprised to see that there was now a plant in the flower pot that was a few inches high. Its leaves were large and luscious, and it had small bulbs, the beginnings of flowers. I knew if I tried harder, that I could make them bloom, and I was about to close my eyes again when I felt Belphie withdraw from me.

“You should try on your own now,” she said. “Your channels are still open, but I will not be giving you any of my magic this time.”

“My channels, huh,” I murmured, staring at the plant for a moment before closing my eyes. I pictured the plant, but also the magic flowing through me like blood, pumping through my body with each beat of my heart.

In my mind’s eye, the plant grew, the leaves broadened and spread more, and the bulbs opened, revealing beautiful white flowers with curling petals and a yellow center.

I breathed in the air, feeling it flow through me, fueling me, and when I opened my eyes, I saw that same flower in the pot in my hand.

“You have a talent for magic,” Belphie said thoughtfully. “I am impressed.”

“Thanks, but I think I’m a long way from using magic on command,” I said with a chuckle.

“And yet you learned the basics in but a few moments, and even used it accidentally.”

“Is that uncommon?”

“A rarity, indeed.” Belphie nodded, her tail swaying behind her, giving off a faint rattling sound. “Especially for a human.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It was.”

I grinned like a fool, warmth spreading over my cheeks as I looked up at the busty goth demon who was so stoic, yet had taken the time to help and even compliment me. A warm feeling started in my chest, but it faded when I saw her expression—a slight frown, which from Belphie, may as well have been a sob.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I am stuck,” she said.

“It’s okay, I fixed the laptop—”

“No, I am.”

Finally, I realized what she meant, and it was only then that I remembered she hadn’t been the one to tell me that she was trapped. She didn’t know I knew, and it seemed wrong to tell her, when she was showing a rare moment of vulnerability.

“You are?” I asked. “Aren’t you powerful?”

“And yet, helpless when it comes to magic circles.” She sighed, shaking her head. “All monsters are unable to interfere with magic circles. Whether it is their own or belongs to another.”

I nodded. I knew as much, which was why I was studying the tome from the attic.

“That is why I do not want you to venture into the attic,” she admitted, lowering her head slightly so that her black hair covered her face. A moment later she raised it, looking defiant once more, but my heart ached knowing that she was hurting.

Belphie, the strong, confident demon, was trapped.

“What if someone could free you?” I asked, my voice cracking slightly.

Belphie hesitated a moment, then pushed herself off of the arm of her chair and grabbed the laptop.

“I may walk in dreams, but I prefer not to partake in them,” she said as she sauntered off up the stairs with the laptop.

For the first time, I saw her as a scared woman, afraid to hope for things to go her way, afraid to ask for anything but superficial help, afraid to even dream that things would get better.

She walked tall and held her head high, but I’d seen the crack in her tough exterior, and there was no forgetting that. No going back.

I looked at the flower pot in my hand and felt guilty. Instead of goofing off, I should have been studying Belphie’s tome. I should have been putting the last pieces together so that I could free her.

After a moment of kicking myself, I shook my head. I’d spent the last three days making sure that we were safe, I hadn’t done anything wrong taking a moment to myself—but that didn’t erase my need to help her.

On the contrary, our little encounter, her finally trusting in me, made me all the more determined to break the code.


CHAPTER 23


After a long night of studying the tome from the attic, I was about ready to give up and admit that I couldn’t do it alone, that I couldn’t find that last piece that I needed and that Belphie would be forever bound to the house, but I decided to do something else productive for a while instead.

The garden had taken something of a backseat while I’d set up the security system, and it was in need of some TLC by the time I dragged my wooden stakes and trellises out of the shed and into the garden.

Once again, I set to stabilizing tomato plants, which were now somewhat weighed down by the fruit they bore. They still weren’t fully ripened, but even I could tell that they were getting close to being ready.

And boy, did they look amazing!

Plump and firm, they were unlike anything I’d ever seen in a grocery store and easily rivaled those purchased from farmer’s markets.

“I wonder if the magic will make them taste any different,” I mused as I worked my way through the vines, making sure each tomato was properly supported.

As much as I tried to keep my thoughts light, I couldn’t help focusing on the dark cloud that hung over us. An unseen enemy who attacked from the shadows, Belphie being trapped, the house still needing a long list of repairs…

At times, I was so overwhelmed that I was almost paralyzed, but I knew I had to stay strong for the girls. They needed me, and in a way, I needed them in order to keep myself together when the weight of it all felt like too much. Despite my new powers, I was only a man, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I had moments of weakness.

Still, I wanted to keep that hidden from the girls so that they didn’t worry about me or our situation any more than I knew they already did. The security system had gone a long way to reassure them that things were gonna be okay, but we were all still on edge.

Blowing out a sigh, I cupped a hand around a tomato and closed my eyes. I inhaled slowly, then exhaled at the same pace. I imagined the tomato in my mind, expanding, turning a deep, beautiful red, growing until it was the size of a baseball.

The tomato twitched against my palm, and it got a little bigger, but not quite as large as I’d imagined.

“It’s easier with Belphie’s help,” I said, opening my eyes to look at the tomato. It was a deep red and ready to be picked, so I plucked it carefully from the vine. “But I think I’m getting used to it.” I examined the ripened tomato, turning it over in my hands a few times before taking a bite.

It was surprisingly sweet against my tongue, the taste crisp and clean in my mouth. It had a firmer consistency than I was used to, given I’d never really had a tomato right off the vine before, but that gave me the idea to grill some of them the next time I had a barbeque.

There wasn’t much that wasn’t improved by being thrown on the grill, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a barbeque, because apartment life hadn’t allowed me one.

“Oh shit, I could build a proper smoker one of these days,” I said, then took another bite of the tomato. I munched away on it until there was nothing left of it, then returned to work.

After a time, Aisling joined me.

“You look like someone kicked your dog,” she said, tilting her head—which for once was attached to her neck—to one side.

“Just tired,” I lied. I didn’t like lying, especially to my friends, but it was a white lie for everyone’s betterment.

“Tired, huh. Seems to be a lot of that going around lately.”

“All the hard work, I guess.”

“Wouldn’t know.”

I snorted a humorless laugh and continued to arrange the growing little cucumbers against a trellis. I didn’t much care for cukes, but I loved pickles and the idea of making some myself had been appealing.

I’d also considered getting some chickens, but I figured that would piss the HOA off, and I couldn’t afford to make more enemies, given what had happened.

Not yet, anyway.

“Wanna see a trick?” Aisling asked.

Before I could answer, she grabbed a couple of stakes from the ground and started to juggle them. After a few moments, she added her head, and I was surprised by how dexterous she was—until she made herself so dizzy that she staggered to one side.

“Woah there,” I said, grabbing at her arm to try and steady her. “Are you okay?”

“Fine, fine.” Her body swayed from side to side as she dropped the stakes to the ground and fastened her head back to her neck with a strip of leather. “You should see me juggling chainsaws.”

“I’d rather not.”

“It’s pretty cool.”

“Is that how you lost your head?”

Aisling laughed, giving me a playful shove and then practically hanging off of my shoulder. “I wish.”

“How did you lose it?”

“Played a prank on the wrong guy.” She shrugged.

“Somehow, I’m not surprised.” I sighed.

“Yeah, he didn’t appreciate me scaring all his cattle off a cliff.”

I stared at her and scrunched up my brow.

“I mean, it was an accident, I didn’t think they’d run over the damn ledge. I felt bad about it for like, the entire rest of my life—which was about fifteen minutes.”

I couldn’t stop staring at Aisling. For once, her expression was somewhat serious, but the sheer lunacy of the words she spoke tickled me, and I couldn’t help the soft laugh that escaped, or the one after that.

“What, come on it was terrible!” Aisling shoved me again, harder this time, but not hard enough to make me budge. “They went over like giant, stupid lemmings, mooing all the way down.”

“I know, that sounds horrible,” I said, but there was a hint of laughter in my voice.

“So, that’s my last memory before I woke up like this.” She gestured down her body, and I followed the glide of her hands, taking in her outfit.

The words ‘Ain’t muffin wrong with me,’ were splayed out over her chest along with a picture of a blueberry muffin. The crop top showed off her pale shoulders and navel, and her black pants rode so low on her hips that I was surprised I didn’t see any pubic hair, but I guessed that just meant she didn’t have any.

The thought made me swallow hard, and I tore my eyes away from her hips to look at her face once more. Her wild red hair framed her cheeks, and she wore her usual grin, but there was something off about it.

Like she was just wearing it to make me laugh.

“Want me to prank Belphie by shutting off the internet?” Aisling offered, and I knew for sure then that she was trying to cheer me up. “She freaked the fuck out when I did it last time.”

“That was you?” I shook my head. “She kept waving the laptop around and demanding I fix it.”

She smiled, winking. After looking pleased with herself for a few moments, she looked to the stakes at her feet.

“Need some help, Marky Mark?” she asked.

“Only if you promise to never call me that again.”

“Scout’s honor.”

“Somehow, I doubt you were ever a scout.”

“Perceptive.” She picked up the stakes and juggled them once more, albeit more slowly than last time. “So, what are we doing? Killing some vampires?”

“Are vampires even real?” I dared to ask.

“As real as you or me.”

I resisted the urge to tell her that a month or so ago I wouldn’t have thought she existed either, and instead snatched one of the wooden stakes out of the air.

“I’m just giving the tomatoes and cucumbers some support. I’m just about done, really, but you can help if you want,” I said.

Aisling caught the remaining stake, then held it in front of her like a longsword. “En garde,” she said, swapping it to one hand.

A stronger man might have been able to resist the urge to sword fight, but not me. I gripped my stake and whacked it against hers, but she parried, nearly knocking it out of my hand.

Of course, the entire time we crossed swords she made lightsaber sound effects and moved with such elaborate choreography that I could barely keep up with her, but that was Aisling.

Wild and playful and unpredictable.

Before long, I was laughing slightly, then laughing normally, before finally I was laughing so hard that I had to bend over and place my hands on my knees just so I could wheeze in a breath.

“I have bested you!” Aisling said, poking me in the side with her stake.

“You win.” I sucked in air, greedily filling my lungs, and finally managed to shove myself to my full height. “I could never hope to best you.”

“A whip is more my thing, but I’m still handy with a sword,” she said.

I arched a brow.

“That’s not just me flirting,” she assured, chucking her stake to the ground.

“I’m afraid to ask.”

Aisling grinned wickedly. She propped her hands on her hips and looked at me with a somewhat satisfied expression.

“My work here is done,” she said, but as she turned away from me, I thought I saw a shadow fall over her face.

“Something the matter?” I asked.

“Nah.” She waved a hand over her shoulder as she started to walk away. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Mm.” I wasn’t foolish enough to think that she was telling the truth, but I didn’t want to force it out of her, either, so I just nodded. “Well, I’m here if you need me,” I called.

She hesitated for just a step, but didn’t so much as look back at me.

With her gone, the heavy atmosphere of worry started to settle over me again, and I sighed, deciding that I’d had enough for one day.

I made my way into the house and had to practically drag myself up the stairs and to my bedroom—but the moment I opened the door, my heart lifted.

There, standing next to the window and arranging a couple of tiny flower pots on the sill, was Wisty.

Instead of her usual flower and leaf garb, she wore one of my shirts, which reached to about her knees because she was so petite, and pride flooded me.

This beautiful, ethereal woman was all mine.

She turned to me with a smile and tucked a strand of her green hair behind her pointed ear. Her eyelashes fluttered, and I watched as she practically skipped her way over to me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders.

“Welcome home!” she chirped as she planted a kiss on my lips.

My heart skipped a beat. I never realized how much I wanted to hear someone say those words until that moment, and they washed away all of my fears and worries. I wrapped my arms around Wisty’s waist and dipped her down, giving her a passionate kiss that made her giggle.

We kissed until we couldn’t breathe, and then we sucked in some air before diving in for another. I swept her off of her feet, carrying her like a princess—my princess—to the bed, where I gently lay her down on her back.

I lay on my side beside her, and we exchanged soft, loving kisses that stole our breath away.

I smoothed her hair away from her face, enjoying the tenderness of the moment, the familiar citrusy scent that I’d come to associate with Wisty, the warmth of her body laying against mine.

“I hope you don’t mind that I did a little redecorating,” she said.

I looked around the room, spying a few plants here and there, but nothing that bothered me.

“Every room needs a little green, and…”

“And?” I asked.

“I was hoping I’d been spending more time sleeping here than in the greenhouse,” she admitted, her cheeks flushing a deep shade of red.

“I think something can be arranged.” I lowered my head to kiss along her delicate neck and happily breathed in her scent. “If that’s what you really want,” I whispered against her ear before giving it a little nibble.

“It is.” Her words were more of a giggle than anything, and she curled towards me as I suckled her lobe, shivering. “That…that feels weird.”

“Good or bad?”

“Good.”

I ran my tongue from the lobe to the point of her ear, and she turned to jelly in my hands, melting against me and the bed. A soft moan passed her lips, and what little strength that she had, she used to cling onto me for dear life.

I rolled on top of Wisty and grabbed the hem of her shirt—which was technically mine—and began to lift it over her head, revealing pale, naked flesh. A growl of delight left my throat as I realized she wasn’t wearing anything but the tee, and I peeled it off of her, chucking it over my shoulder and burying myself in those beautiful, perfect breasts.

She moaned, tangling her fingers into my hair and arching her body to press to mine.

I didn’t realize how pent up I was until I caressed her folds and felt the needy heat of her pussy against my fingers.

“I’m ready,” she said, hugging my shoulders, “my muscles aren’t sore anymore.”

My cock leapt to attention at the promise of sex. We’d not had it since our first time together, but not because we weren’t eager and ready. Wisty needed time to recover, and I wanted her to enjoy it as much as I did, so we waited, even though she was eager to service me.

I discarded my clothes in record time and was on top of her in an instant, kissing her mouth, her chin, her neck and breasts, all the way down to her sweet pussy.

“Ooh, yes! I love that,” she cried, parting her legs for me. “But I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”

“Me either,” I admitted, using my mouth and fingers to stimulate her, to get her ready for me. I tickled her clit with my tongue and slid a finger in her tight opening. I wasn’t surprised to find that she was already a little wet, but it gave me an idea.

I withdrew from her, flipping her onto her belly.

“What’re you doing?” she asked, curious and horny but not afraid. She peeked at me over her shoulder and I saw her nibble her bottom lip.

“We’re gonna do it a little differently this time,” I said as I lifted her hips off of the bed so that her ass was in the air.

I ate her pussy out from behind, flicking my tongue back and forth over her clit.

She whimpered and shivered, arching her back so hard that her stomach was practically pressed to the mattress even though her ass was in the air.

“Yes, just like this,” she said, her voice a breathy moan, “eat my pussy.”

Pleased that she was finally saying what she wanted on her own accord, and turned on by how hot it was, I gave her exactly what she wanted. I slid my tongue into her opening and wiggled it around, tasting her sweet arousal.

“Yes, fill me up,” she begged, shifting her knees apart to give me more space to work, “fill me with your big, hard cock.”

I would have loved to torment her. To make her beg more. To wait until she was good and desperate and then fuck her senseless.

But hearing those words?

I pulled my tongue away from her pussy and crawled over her, lining my cock up against her opening. I slapped it against her, letting her feel my heat.

“Yes, more,” she mewled like a bitch in heat. “Give me your cock!”

I lined my cockhead up against her opening and pushed into her slowly, remembering how much I’d had to work her open the first time that we were together.

She was still tight around me, squeezing and milking the head of my shaft as I let her adjust.

The next moment, white hot pleasure wrapped around the entire length of my cock and I heard Wisty cry out in delight, but it took me a few long seconds to realize that she’d pushed back on me to fill herself to the hilt.

“Ahhn, yes,” she moaned, bouncing her ass slightly against my hips, not enough to pull me more than an inch out of her before pushing back on me again. “I love being full of you.”

“Yeah?” I growled. “You want this cock?” I grabbed her hips, pinning her ass to my body and keeping myself as deep inside her as possible.

“Fuck me, please!” She wriggled beneath me, her fingers raking over my blankets so hard that I thought she might rip through them.

Pushing her knees further apart with my own, I fucked Wisty from behind. I lay my body over her back, pinning her to the bed with the weight of each of my thrusts.

She turned her head and puckered her lips, seeking mine, and I trapped them in a rough kiss that neither of us could really concentrate on.

I lost myself in the sound of my hips slapping her round ass, and I balanced against the bed with one hand while sliding the other beneath Wisty.

“Ahhh, yes!” she cried the moment my finger grazed her clit.

We moved together, needy and desperate from craving each other for days and not being able to act on it. The headboard hit the wall, but I didn’t give a fuck who heard us.

Wisty didn’t either, judging by the way she moaned and cried out.

“More, harder, faster, deeper!” she pleaded, her head falling onto the bed and her body arching hard to keep her ass in the air for me.

I gave Wisty everything, and she soon reached her climax with an ear-splitting cry and a buck of her hips that flattened her against the bed. When her pussy tightened around me so hard that I had to force my way along her insides, I only lasted a few more thrusts myself.

Pleasure filled me from my head to my toes, and I trembled against her with each spurt that filled her, all the while sparks danced behind my eyelids and my toes curled in delight.

By the time I collapsed atop her, I was completely spent.

And feeling much better.

“Wow, it just gets better each time,” Wisty said, her eyes dancing as she stared at the ceiling like she was counting stars.

“It’ll be like that while we’re getting to know your body and what you like,” I promised, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead.

“I can’t wait to find out what else I like. That was my favorite position so far.”

“Oh?”

“Mhm. At that angle your…your cock was hitting something inside me that made me feel really good.” Wisty flushed, raking her fingers through her hair and pushing it from her face. “And you had such good access to my clit.”

“You don’t need to be embarrassed with me,” I promised as I kissed her soft lips. They tasted faintly of salt, likely from the fine layer of sweat coating her body. “Your pleasure means as much to me as my own.”

Wisty’s eyes scrunched up in delight and she nestled into me, hugging her body tight against mine despite how overheated we both were.

“I know. I…I feel safe with you, in a way that I never felt safe with anyone.” She buried her face in the side of my neck, but I felt the heat of her cheeks against my skin.

My heart hammered hard in my chest, and I held her tighter, running a hand up and down the smooth curve of her back.

I didn’t know what to say to that, but it pleased me almost as much as the sex did.

Maybe more, because it was still there when the high from sex wore off.

I felt like a sappy bastard for thinking it, so I didn’t dare say it, I just held her tight and kissed her forehead as we settled down for the night.


CHAPTER 24


Whistling a track from The Witcher 3 and trying to remember the name of it all the while, I took my time getting ready for the day—shaving, showering, brushing my teeth and checking my phone even though I knew no one would be calling me anymore.

I’d just gotten word that the house was officially mine, all the papers were signed and some distant relative of Elenor’s was probably doing a jig because they finally managed to sell the old place.

Eventually, I’d need to find a way to make more money, but I was convinced that I could do that using my own hands. There’d be no more selling houses, no more breaking my back so that someone else could profit.

No, whatever I did, I’d be my own boss—and maybe I could even wrangle the girls into helping me. Hell, I could already imagine Belphie making clothes to sell, while Wisty and I used our powers to grow spare fruit and vegetables to sell to local stores, and Aisling…

Well, suffice to say, I wasn’t really worried much about money. If the girls didn’t want to work, they didn’t have to, I was fine with that. A part of me wanted to provide for them, but I knew they wouldn’t be content to just sit back and do nothing.

With that much sorted out, I felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders, and in the week since I’d installed the security system, it hadn’t picked up anything unusual—unless you counted Aisling playing tag with Imogen.

I was still trying to figure out what tune I was whistling when I got an alert on my phone, right when I’d been thinking about the security system, and whipped it out to catch someone at the mailbox.

I almost dismissed it as nothing, since mail was sometimes delivered to the house, but as the person ran away like they had something to hide, I replayed the video.

“Gotcha bitch,” I murmured as I watched Mary Ellen—with a hood pulled up to cover her hair but not her face—drop something into my mailbox before running off.

I didn’t know which house was hers, but I was already considering tearing the neighborhood apart to find her as I ran through the house and out the front door. I reached the mailbox in an instant and pulled the thing open so fast that I was sure I almost ripped the door off its hinges.

Inside was a letter, much like the one I’d found a while ago asking to throw a Halloween party. It had no stamp, of course, because it had been hand delivered, but the writing on this one wasn’t the same neat script as the first letter.

No, in traditional movie-villain style, someone had cut letters out of a magazine and glued them on a sheet of paper to form words.

MOVE OR ELSE!!!

My lips curled into a snarl, and any traces of the good mood that I’d had evaporated as I read the threat—and my suspicions were confirmed.

That bitch Mary Ellen, and possibly her cronies, were the ones causing us so much trouble.

All the proof I had was a threatening letter, so I knew going to the cops was useless, and I didn’t want to risk anyone discovering the girls by going to them anyway, so there was only one thing left to do.

Face the HOA myself and give those bitches the chewing out of a lifetime.

And the best time to do that? At their very own meeting, which happened to be just that evening.

I stormed back into the house, where I immediately ran into Belphie, Wisty, and Aisling.

“Mark, what’s wrong?” Wisty asked as she came towards me.

I raised a hand to stop her. “I’m sorry, Wisty, but I don’t want to be comforted or calmed right now,” I said as I raised the paper to show them the contents.

“Juvenile,” Belphie said.

“Oh no.” Wisty frowned.

“I knew it wasn’t over…” Aisling shifted uncomfortably where she stood and wrapped her arms around herself.

“What are we going to do?” Wisty bit her bottom lip as she looked between us. “What can we do?”

“We’re going to take the fight to them,” I said.

“Excellent.” Belphie raised her hand and a spark of purple energy crackled above her fingertips. “How shall we unleash hell? I have a few suggestions, if you are interested, Mark.”

“I’m going to the HOA meeting and I’m going to make them admit what they’ve done.”

“With torture?”

“Belphie!” Wisty gasped.

“No torture,” I said.

“I can make it untraceable,” Belphie offered.

“Maybe next time.”

“Taking the fight to them is admirable,” Belphie said, “but we must be prepared for their response.”

“We can’t keep living in fear of them,” Aisling agreed, and I realized I wasn’t the only one who had been worrying about the next attack.

I briefly wondered how much it bothered the three of them, but I didn’t get much time to dwell on it.

“I wish I could go with you,” Wisty said, frowning as she continued to hold onto my arm. “I hate the thought of you going alone.”

“I don’t think I’ll be much of a help,” Aisling said, “not unless you want me to scare them the way they deserve to be.”

“It’s fine, I can do this alone,” I said.

“A show of force. Excellent.” Belphie nodded her approval. “I have just the outfit for you.”

“You…what?”

“I will finish making necessary preparations.” She spun on her heels and headed for the stairs without a word more, leaving me gawking at her—and trying not to stare at the bounce of her full ass as she walked.

“What do we do until then?” Wisty asked, lightly tugging my arm.

“Belphie is right about one thing—we need to prepare for anything. Who knows what they’ll do when I confront them.” I shrugged.

“Should I ride Imogen?” Aisling asked quietly, a surprisingly serious note to her voice.

“Uh, no?”

She nodded curtly.

I looked at Wisty, who shrugged.

“I’ll be fine on my own,” I assured, reaching out my free hand to touch Aisling on the shoulder. “You stay here and keep an eye on things. I can count on you for that, right?”

“Yeah.” She nodded, but didn’t seem sure of herself.

I knew there was something more going on with her lately, that this was bothering her more than she wanted to admit, but she withdrew from me—literally.

Aisling shrugged off my hand and turned away, heading up the stairs. She moved slower than usual, she didn’t have a skip to her step and there was no excitement to pull a prank or to annoy someone.

I tried to go after her, but Wisty held tight to me.

“You’re doing great as clan leader, Mark, but there are some things that we have to deal with ourselves, too,” she said, looking at me knowingly.

“Still, I feel like I should talk to her.”

Wisty smiled. “I knew you might say that, but she’s not ready. When she is, she’ll come to you.”

“I figured, but it feels like I should do something. I hate just sitting around.”

“I know, but for now we must prepare for tonight.”

I knew she was right. I had to gather what little evidence I had to present to the HOA, and I needed to at least think about what I was going to say to them.

Besides a stream of swear words.

“You’re right. Let’s do this,” I said.

All I had was the letter and a short clip from my security camera, but I was determined to not let the HOA get away with the shit that they were pulling, so I took some time to calmly write down my thoughts—well, relatively calmly—and consider how I would approach things.

I was mighty tempted to just scream my head off in a way that would have made those bitches look sane, but I thought better of it.

When I’d written as much as I could think to write, I practiced what I might say with Wisty, who hung onto my every word.

The day went slowly, and I felt like a caged wolf the closer the hour got to the HOA meeting, but Belphie grabbed me before I could storm over there early.

“It is ready,” she said.

“What is?” I asked.

“The outfit.”

I felt a little bad for forgetting, but I was on edge. Still, I went along with her as she took my elbow and guided me to her bedroom on the third floor.

It was as clean as usual, except around the sewing machine that I’d bought for her. Fabrics and threads were piled up around it, leaving just enough room for her to work.

My laptop sat on her bed, and I could just imagine her curled up around it at night, listening to murder shows until she fell asleep.

Does she even sleep? I wondered, looking at her. She said she didn’t need to, but does she do it anyway sometimes?

I dismissed the thought as she held an outfit up against me.

“Red is your color,” she said, smoothing the overcoat along my chest. “The color of blood, of flushed skin from passion and leaves in the fall. A shade befitting royalty.”

It was only when she pulled away with the garment that I realized it wasn’t an overcoat she held, but a cloak, which was lined along the neck with white fur that had black and gray stripes through it.

It looked like something straight out of Lord of the Rings, and my heart thrilled at the idea of Belphie spending so much time making something for me.

To go with it, she had a black suit that was somewhat similar to the one that I’d worn during the Halloween party, though this one seemed to have less bells and whistles. It was clear that the cloak was meant to be the main article, and I was only too happy to dress up in my fancy outfit and don it.

Being the total nerd that I was, I whipped around like I held a sword.

“An elegant weapon for a more civilized age,” I said.

Belphie stared at me, then nodded. I didn’t particularly think she was actually listening to me—she was just admiring her handiwork.

“It suits you,” she decided, fluffing up the fur of my cloak and my neck. “I only wish I could have gotten real hellhog fur.”

“Hellhog?”

“It is what it sounds like.”

Picturing a hellish, flaming pig, I decided not to press for more info, but only because I had important business to attend to.

“They will have to take you seriously in this,” Belphie said.

I wasn’t sure I agreed, but I loved the outfit all the same, especially the cloak, so I just nodded.

“Consider it as a thank you gift.”

The abruptness of the declaration caught me off guard, and I stopped admiring my new outfit to look at her. “What?”

Suddenly, Belphie seemed small. She shrugged and turned her violet eyes away, keeping her nose in the air like she was too good to look at me. I swore there was a blush on her cheeks, but it was so faint that I might have imagined it.

“For the laptop…and all the help,” she said, her voice lacking its usual power.

My face split in a grin as I saw what was perhaps the rarest sight of all—a shy Belphie.

I just imagined her, a princess of hell, never having to bow to anyone. Never thanking anyone. Never acknowledging them.

And here she was, making a gift as thanks for a mere mortal.

“Thank you, Belpie. I love it,” I said, giving a little twirl on the spot to show it off, followed by a playful curtsy.

“My part is done,” she said, taking a step back. “Now it is time for yours.”

“I’ll make you proud.”

“I know.”

Her unwavering belief in me lit a fire of pride in my belly, and I nodded to her before leaving the room. I took the stairs quickly, but I slowed as I saw Wisty standing next to the front door.

“You look handsome,” she said.

We both went for a kiss at the same time, resulting in us lightly headbutting one another, and we laughed, rubbing our foreheads.

“Sorry,” I said, kissing her hair.

“Good luck,” Wisty said, “I know you can do this.”

With those words of encouragement, I left the mansion and headed down the driveway—a man on a mission.

I knew where the HOA met because of the invite to the luau that they’d sent me what felt like a lifetime ago, and I didn’t waste any time stomping my way over there.

It seemed silly to drive the short distance, given that the address in question was just a few houses down—but it ended up being farther than I expected because of the size of everyone’s lawn.

The residents of Sunnyside all had sprawling estates that were perfectly kept. There wasn’t so much as a blade of grass out of place on any of the lawns I passed, and I rolled my eyes at their obsession with perfection.

The houses were much the same—in fact, I realized that most of them shared the same dull color scheme of beige with white trim.

Which made my destination stand out as much as my own house.

One thing came to mind when I saw it.

Barbie’s dreamhouse.

The house was hot fucking pink, from the roof to the siding to the pool, hell, even the flowerbeds arranged around the property grew bright pink flowers.

I guessed that the pink jeep sitting in the driveway belonged to the owner of the house, and it was with great horror that I realized a man—who likely had his balls in a glass jar somewhere—also lived in this house, judging by the ‘Mrs and Mr Greene’ attached to the oversized mailbox.

Several other vehicles were parked in the driveway, and I stormed past them as I made my way to the house.

It was getting dark, and the porch light flicked on as I approached, causing a couple of moths to throw themselves against the lightbulb over and over again.

I thought of storming in, but I figured that sort of thing might get me arrested, so instead I balled my fist and slammed it against the door like I was trying to break it down.

“Coming, coming!” Mary Ellen called from inside. I ought to have known that this pink nightmare was her house, but for some reason I suspected it was Nicollette’s. She gave off a certain ‘crazy Barbie’ vibe that would’ve gone nicely with this house.

The door swung open, and Mary Ellen’s jaw nearly hit the floor.

“I, um,” she said, her thin lips pulled into a frown—or tried to, but something stopped her from emoting much. Probably botox.

“Good evening,” I said in the most professional tone I could muster, “this is where the HOA meeting is taking place, right?”

“Y-yes.”

“May I come in?”

“...Yes.”

I stared at her. She didn’t budge. She looked like a deer caught in headlights. “Are you gonna move so I can get in?”

Mary Ellen stepped aside hurriedly, her eyes buggy and wide.

She closed the door behind me, then led the way through her house.

I lived in a house that was literally haunted, but it was nothing compared to how fucking creepy her home was.

It was filled to the brim with dolls. They sat on the steps, the windowsills, the shelves—all staring at me with unblinking eyes. I felt a pang of pity for the woman’s husband, but I brushed that all aside as I emerged into the dining room.

Of course, Mary Ellen’s two nameless cronies were there sipping wine, and one nearly dropped her glass when she saw me walk in. They looked uncomfortably between one another, then at me.

Being with her two friends seemed to give Mary Ellen confidence, because she cleared her throat and looked me up and down, scrutinizing me.

“Interesting outfit you’re wearing,” she said, “I didn’t know we were having another costume party.”

Her friends laughed.

I didn’t.

“A friend made it," I said. "She has an eye for fashion, unlike whoever decorated this place.”

Their laughter died down and the atmosphere became awkward. There were about a dozen other people at the table, mostly women, but they didn’t seem overly close to Mary Ellen’s clique.

Tim snorted a laugh, elbowing Rod.

I almost felt bad for the hell I was about to unleash.

“Wine?” Mary Ellen offered, because apparently being a good hostess took precedence over all else.

“No thanks, but there is something you can do for me.”

The air grew thick with tension as I rifled through my pocket and whipped out my phone.

“Is this you?” I asked, playing the video from the security footage.

Mary Ellen froze up, mumbling something unintelligible, and I passed my phone around the room, allowing everyone to watch their little HOA queen leave something in my mailbox.

It was only when they’d all watched it that I threw the letter down on the table.

The message was clear, they didn’t need to take the letter to read it, they could all see it, and they all looked at Mary Ellen with varying degrees of horror on their faces.

“I know we all agreed the house needs work because it lowers the value of our properties, but this is a step too far,” Tim said.

Beside him, Rod nodded.

“Why are you bothering us?” I demanded.

I needed to know if she knew what the girls were.

“The house,” Mary Ellen said, “it’s…wrong.”

The way she struggled for the word made me think that she meant something more, and I opened my mouth to press her further.

“My, my, my,” a sultry voice said from behind me, and I turned around to see Nicollette standing there in a skintight black dress. “You’ve been a naughty girl, Mary Ellen.”

“This isn’t even the half of it,” I said, feeling the anger starting to bubble up inside me again. “Someone set my garden on fire, and someone destroyed my mailbox.” I pinned Mary Ellen with a stare, and she withered beneath my gaze. “And given this footage and that letter, I’ve a pretty damn good idea who it was.”

“I never—” she began.

“Then who?” I stepped up to her, getting in her face. I wasn’t one to intimidate anyone, let alone a woman, but this was different.

Our safety was on the line. I wasn’t about to let some crazy bitch threaten that.

“I didn’t have anything to do with your yard, and…and Grace put me up to leaving the letter!” Mary Ellen cried—literally. Tears were forming in her eyes, but I was sure that she was crying because she was caught and not because she regretted it.

Then again, she looked terrified. Maybe she knew what happened to people like her in prison.

“I did not,” one of her friends argued, “it was Charity!”

“Why would I believe any of you?” I asked, glancing to my left as Nicollette came up to stand beside me. Her slight smirk told me that she was enjoying this just a little too much.

“Do you have any proof?” Charity asked.

I pointed at the letter and then waved my phone around.

“Proof that we burned your garden,” she insisted. “My husband is a lawyer, and I—”

“I don’t care who your husband is, I don’t care who any of you are or what you do or where you come from. I don’t give a single fuck about what you want or what you think I should do, but you know what I do care about?”

Silence.

“Those girls and that house.” I took in a breath to try to calm myself but it was no use. My mouth started running faster than my brain did. “And I’ll do everything in my power to ruin anything or anyone that threatens either of those things. I don’t want to see any of you near my house, I don’t want to see you in front of it, walking by it, hell, I don’t want to see you so much as throw a dirty look in our direction, you got that?”

Everyone nodded robotically.

Everyone except Nicollette. She just continued to look amused.

“Good, because the cops will be the least of your worries if I catch you.” I grabbed the letter off the table and stormed out of there feeling like I hadn’t actually accomplished anything.

But they were right—I had no proof.

Especially since my garden was already back to normal. Who was going to believe that it had grown back in just a few days?

“Fuck!” I tried to slam the door behind me, but someone grabbed it.

“I’m not usually this early for meetings, but I’m happy I came,” Nicollette said.

“And you, what’s up with you?” I whirled around to face her. “For all I know, you were a part of this!”

“I’m a monster, Mark. If I wanted to hurt you or your friends, I wouldn’t waste time beating around the bush. We’d brawl.”

“Mm.” I wasn’t totally convinced, but she hadn’t shown any open hostility towards me. No, she reminded me of Aisling. Mischievous, for sure, but not malicious.

Growling in frustration, because all I could really do was hope that they would heed my warning, I shoved my hands in my pockets, the cloak falling over me.

Nicollette walked beside me, looking for all the world like a cat on the prowl.

“It’s a wonder that those girls survived there for so long,” she mused, “they really seem to be thriving now that you’ve come along.”

“How do you know that?” I asked, casting her a suspicious glance.

She laughed. “Nothing nefarious, I can just see into your yard from my top floor.” She pointed to the house across the street from mine, which was far enough away given the size of our front yards, but I assumed she had some kind of enhanced monster vision or something.

“Care to walk me home?” she asked.

“Seems I already am.”

“What a gentleman.” Nicollette faked a swoon, falling against my side before righting herself.

“Aren’t you gonna stay for their meeting?” I jerked my head back towards Mary Ellen’s house. “You’re the leader.”

“Eeeh, I think they’ll be busy talking about you for the rest of the night.” She shrugged. “They mostly just meet up and shoot the shit. Like you, I don’t much care for any of them.”

“Then why are you the head of the HOA?” I asked.

She grinned, her eyes alight. “To piss them off.”

“Didn’t they have to elect you?”

“Oh honey, anyone can be bought when the price is right.”

“Do I even want to know?”

“Nothing untoward, I assure you.” She waved a hand slightly at me, and we fell into a short silence until we reached her front gates.

“You’re not gonna walk me to my door?” Nicollette asked.

“Something tells me that there’s nothing more dangerous than you out here tonight,” I replied.

“An accurate assessment.” She turned on her heels, her hair whipping over her shoulders, and opened the front gate before slipping through and disappearing from sight.

Blowing out a sigh, I turned to look at my own home. It looked better than when I first arrived, but there was still lots of work to do.

I only hoped the nosy HOA wouldn’t interfere with us anymore.


CHAPTER 25


It took everything in me to drag myself out of bed the next morning—partially because Wisty was wrapped around me, but mostly because I was so unsatisfied with how confronting the HOA had gone.

I possessed minimal proof that they’d done anything, and even if I had more, it wasn’t like I could go to the cops. I couldn’t exactly do anything to Mary Ellen and her cronies without dragging the law into it, either, so what the hell was I supposed to do?

I was stumped, and when I had something to think about, I liked to get my blood pumping with some hard work.

So, that's what I did.

Before the sun had even risen, I was in the front yard, tending to the garden. The plants were all flourishing at a speed reminiscent of crops from video games, and they produced a greater number and quality harvest than I knew I’d be able to eat on my own.

If I had decent neighbors, I’d give them some, I thought as I grabbed a potato plant with two hands and started yanking it out of the ground. That uprooted the plant, but many of the potatoes were still buried in the dirt beneath it, so I sifted through that, picking out large Yukon Golds that made my mouth water.

Boil ’em, mash ’em, stick ’em in a stew. I chuckled, looking over the tubers. The skin was a nice shade of golden brown, and there wasn’t so much as a single flaw, scratch, or worm bite in any of them.

I only picked one plant, because I knew the others would be fine in the ground while I decided what to do with them, and then I moved onto the carrots.

Working by the light of the sunrise, I plucked a single carrot from the ground with some effort. The thing was longer than any carrot I’d seen in a grocery store, and after dusting the dirt away, I couldn’t resist taking a bite.

It was sweeter than the bitter carrots I knew, and the distinct fresh crunch had me going back for another bite, then another.

Admittedly, I didn’t know many carrot recipes, but I’d figure it out. I’d preserve them somehow, if I couldn’t find a way or a place to sell them.

Then again, these were carrots. As plentiful as they were, I had no idea how many a horse could eat.

Hell, I didn’t even know if demon horses ate to begin with.

“Imogen will love these.”

I startled, craning my neck around to look at Aisling, who was behind me.

She was bent over, with her hands on her knees and the scoop neckline of her shirt showing off the creamy mounds of her breasts. I swore I saw a hint of the pink of her nipples, but Wisty’s face flashed in the back of my mind and I forced myself to look at Aisling’s face instead.

The dullahan trickster was a different sort of beauty compared to Wisty’s innocent girl next door charm. Her blazing red hair and bright green eyes always gave me the impression of a wild mustang. Freckles were lightly dotted across her cheeks, and my eyes followed them, drawing invisible patterns until I cleared my throat and pushed myself to my feet.

Aisling straightened as well.

‘We’d be gouda together,’ her shirt read, and I wondered if it was trying to tell me something more. The smiley wheel of cheese with a slice gone from it stared into my soul, refusing to give me answers.

“You sure do have a lot of those food pun shirts,” I said.

“Do you like them?” Aisling asked.

“Yeah.”

She smiled slightly, but there was something off about it.

Hell, there was something off about her, lately. She wasn’t her energetic self—I couldn’t even remember the last time I found her head somewhere. I’d also noticed that she hardly left her room, let alone the property. In fact, I didn’t think she left the house since the night of the fire.

“Everything okay, Aisling?” I asked. “You’re up awfully early.”

“Trouble sleeping,” she replied, looking at the basket of vegetables at our feet.

“Why is that?”

She shrugged, but the moment she looked away, I knew that she was lying.

I reached out to touch her arm, but my phone went off, alerting me that someone was approaching the house. I’d turned the sensors in the yard itself off because I was out there, which was why they hadn’t picked up Aisling, but I wondered who could possibly be approaching the house at this hour in the morning.

I hoped it was nothing more than a stray cat.

I whipped my cell phone free of my pocket and opened the app.

On the screen, I watched as three people, and I was sure I knew who they were, crept around the perimeter of the property like they were scoping the place out.

I grit my teeth so hard that my jaw cracked.

“Why won’t they just leave us alone?” Aisling asked. I felt her head gently touch my arm and realized that she was hugging herself.

I put my free hand around her, hugging her close against my sides. “They’re just afraid of us because they don’t understand us.”

“They never understood us, but they never used to bother us. They didn’t even know we were here…”

A pang of guilt hit me, and I frowned.

“Is it because I scared them so much at the Halloween party?” she asked, her voice surprisingly frail.

“No, they were scared when I answered the door…though I don’t know why,” I said.

“The house does look scary from the outside.”

“Yeah…” I trailed off, rubbing my hand up and down her back while I stared at my phone, watching as Mary Ellen, Grace, and Charity continued to creep around outside the hedge that acted as a fence.

The hedge itself was looking better these days, not entirely dead as it had once looked, but it still had a way to go before it was back to looking natural and healthy.

I made a mental note to try to heal it with my magic before I looked at Aisling with a grin.

“What do you say we pull a prank on them?” I asked. “If anyone deserves it, it’s those three.”

“I’m not really in the mood.” She shrugged.

Okay, something is definitely wrong.

It didn’t take a genius to put the pieces together—that she was afraid because of what Mary Ellen and her goons had done—but that didn’t make it any easier to know what to do about it.

“I won’t let anything happen,” I said, with as much resolve as I could.

“I know, you’re the clan leader, after all.” Aisling lifted her eyes to mine, and they danced, searching my face. “But, whatever powers you have aside, you’re only a human, like them. What if…” She bit her lip and looked away.

“Nothing will happen to me,” I said, surprised to hear her call me the clan leader, but also secretly pleased by that. “And nothing else will happen to the house. I promise.”

Aisling gave a noncommittal nod, but I could see that she was still troubled by everything. Given the way that she was isolating herself from the world, I was tempted to think that there was a touch of depression in there somewhere, but I didn’t try to diagnose her.

I just wanted to do everything in my power to help. Even if it didn’t work, if all my efforts failed, she would know that someone cared enough to try their best.

But first, I needed to make sure the three interlopers left.

Aisling and I both watched the screen expectantly, and after a few minutes, as Sunnyside started to come alive somewhat, the women outside the hedge backed off.

It seemed they wouldn’t bother us during the day, where there were witnesses about—or they spied the camera.

“How about we give Imogen a visit and then head to my room to play some video games?” I suggested.

“I dunno.” She shrugged again. I expected her to say more, but she didn’t.

“Come on, let’s give Imogen a visit, at least. You can give her some of these carrots.” I hugged Aisling tight against my side. “She’d love that, right? Do it for her, if not for yourself.”

She considered this for a moment before nodding. “Alright.”

I released her to grab my basket of vegetables and dig up a few carrots besides the one that I had half eaten. When I was satisfied that we had more than enough, I put my free arm around Aisling again and ushered her across the lawn towards Imogen’s makeshift home.

She cuddled into my side, somehow managing to stay there without tripping either of us up, and my heart ached to see her in such a state.

“I’ve been thinking about building Imogen a nice little stable,” I said as we walked.

“She would like that,” Aisling agreed. “I tried to add one to the house, but…Well, you saw it.” She frowned.

I jostled her slightly, and she looked up at me.

“You tried your best at something you were new to, that’s nothing to be ashamed of,” I said, smiling at her.

“But you’re so good at it…”

“My parents taught me.”

“They did?”

“Mhm.” I ruffled her hair, making it look even more wild than usual. “They used to sell houses, too. They taught me how to fix things up so they looked better for viewing and we’d get better offers.”

“Huh, I see.” She blinked up at me, then looked towards the stable as we approached. “Imogen is the only family I have…”

“Don’t forget the rest of us.” I squeezed her tight against me. “You guys are the only family I have, too.”

“You mean that? Even after all the trouble I’ve caused? All the pranks I’ve pulled?”

“Look, I won’t say that you’ve never annoyed me. You have. That’s fine. Sometimes family grates on your nerves. It doesn’t mean you love them any less,” I said.

Aisling turned her face away, but I caught a glimpse of her usually pale cheeks—which were now almost as red as her hair.

I guided her into the shoddy stable, and we were immediately greeted by Imogen, who snorted a greeting at us before sticking her nose into my basket and giving a good sniff.

Imogen reared her head back and shifted on her feet like she was dancing in place.

“Heh, haven’t seen her this excited in a while,” Aisling said as she reached out to stroke Imogen’s nose.

“Care to do the honors, then?” I offered her the basket, but she shook her head.

“You did all of the work, you should be the one to give it to her.”

“I didn’t do all of the work,” I protested, but I’d done most of it, so I knew what she was getting at. As Aisling hugged the horse like she was a giant teddy bear, I drew a carrot free from the basket.

“I grew these just for you,” I said as I offered it to Imogen.

She neighed softly, and crunched on the carrot I held like I was giving her crack. I wasn’t even sure she took the time to taste it before going for the next bite, and I was almost afraid she’d eat my hand and all, but she was surprisingly gentle.

I pushed the last stub of the carrot into her mouth and she licked my hand before downing it like a frat guy doing shots at a party.

“It’s been a long time since she’s had such a treat,” Aisling said, “she mostly grazes in the yard. She doesn’t really need to eat the way that a normal horse does, but I think she does it to pass the time.”

“And you clean up after her?” I asked.

She nodded.

“To pass the time, huh,” I mused. I was sure that there was something I could do about that, like maybe make her an obstacle course to play on, but I pushed the idea to the back of my mind for the time being. “Don’t you ride her at all?”

“Well, sometimes.” Aisling shrugged, still hugging onto Imogen, who poked her nose impatiently into my basket. “But it, uh…It draws a lot of attention when I do.”

“How so?” I asked.

“It’s something you just kinda have to see for yourself,” she mumbled.

I took the hint that she didn’t want to talk about it, and offered the impatient Imogen another carrot.

“Eating cause you’re bored, huh?” I asked as she crunched away. “I do that sometimes too.”

We fell into a somewhat awkward silence as I fed Imogen, who only stopped when the carrots were all gone.

“That’s the last of them,” I said, and Imogen nuzzled me with her nose, as if thanking me for the treats.

I wouldn’t have been surprised to find that she’d ripped the carrots out of the ground and eaten them all by evening, but I guessed that didn’t matter much as long as it didn’t make her sick.

I could have grown more in a matter of days, after all.

“How about we head inside and play some games?” I offered to Aisling, who looked skeptical for a moment. I thought she was going to turn me down, but she nodded just as I was about to try to encourage her to spend some more time with me.

We headed back to the house and I shoved the basket of vegetables into the fridge before leading the way upstairs. It only dawned on me that it was still early when I opened my bedroom door and saw Wisty still snuggled into bed.

I went to close the door, but she spoke up.

“I’m awake,” she said, sitting up in the bed and rubbing her eyes with the back of her hands as she gave a cute little yawn. She was wearing one of my shirts, an old Doctor Who tee that I’d grown out of years ago but kept because I loved the thing to death.

She hopped out of bed and crossed the room to throw her arms around me and give me a big kiss.

“Uh, I’ll just go,” Aisling muttered from behind me.

“What’re you two doing?” Wisty asked before she could go anywhere.

“We were gonna play some games,” I said, “do you mind?”

“I love watching you play games. I can’t follow the screen enough to play them myself, but it’s fun to watch.” She leaned to one side, peering around me and at Aisling. “It would be nice to see the two of you having fun together.”

For a moment, I wondered if she’d meant something more by that, but I knew it was just the part of my brain that wanted everything to be about sex.

“How does some Mario Kart sound?” I asked Aisling.

“Sounds like you’re about to get your ass beat.” A hint of a smile played on her lips, and I knew that she was feeling at least a little better, so I didn’t mind the smack talk.

I didn’t even mind when she made good on it—I was just happy that she was feeling better.

We sat side by side on the bed, Aisling leaning into me whenever she made a wide left turn with King Boo. Wisty sat on the other side of me, cheering both of us on because she didn’t want to pick sides.

Aisling was so intent on the game that she seemed to forget her worries, and she let out a whooping cry as she came in first place for the third time in a row.

A stamping sounded from overhead.

“Keep your coital cries to yourselves,” Belphie’s muffled voice shouted. “I am trying to figure out who the murderer is!”

The three of us looked between one another, then bursted out laughing until we were practically rolling around on the bed.

It took us so long to settle down that I almost feared I would suffocate, but eventually, I caught my breath and just lay there, staring up at the ceiling with two beautiful, writhing girls on either side of me.

“Thanks Mark,” Aisling said once she could breathe again. “I really needed this.”

“I’m happy to help,” I said, smiling at her.

Our eyes met, and a heat flickered between us. The air was thick with it, soon scorching. I knew I ought to look away, but I kept on staring.

Ailsing finally broke the spell by turning back to the screen.

“Let’s finish this,” she said, her voice filled with resolve. “Winner takes all.”

“All of what?” I asked.

She didn’t answer.

Not even when she won the gold cup, leaving me—Yoshi—in second place.


CHAPTER 26


As I seared off a couple of prime rib steaks on the stovetop, I once more wished that I had a proper barbecue out back, even if it wasn’t anything fancy.

It just wasn’t the same in a pan, even though this one was cast iron and had rivets in it to simulate grill marks. To me, there was no way to emulate that delicious hint of smoke from a barbeque.

Plus, there was just something satisfying about cooking over an open flame. It felt primal, like I was getting in touch with a part of myself that I scarcely knew existed, but building a proper grill just wasn’t a priority.

As I cooked, I sketched and doodled in my notebook, jotting down plans and ideas for the future. I’d only opened the thing this morning, but I’d already filled out a few pages with potential projects—like the stable, building a shelf in my room for Wisty to put plants on, and my musings over what Belphie would like.

There were a million things to do besides those things, hell, there were still some broken windows in sealed off rooms that needed to be done before winter, but that somehow seemed less important than improving the lives of my housemates.

Especially when there was still a dark cloud hanging over us.

I wasn’t sure that Belphie noticed, or cared, and Wisty was easy enough to comfort, but Aisling was still taking it surprisingly hard. It had been just a day since we nerded out in my room, but I’d caught her on the way to Imogen’s stable, and her smile was fixed, plastered on to please me.

I didn’t like that, but I wasn’t sure what to do about it, so I did the only thing I could do—worked on anything that I could get my hands on.

When the steaks were done, I grabbed two plates and arranged one on each, before placing on a baked potato and a handful of salad fresh from my garden.

Then, with my notebook under one arm, I headed down into the secret room beneath the stairs, where I set one plate in the fireplace before flopping into a dusty chair and dragging the coffee table closer so I could place my plate on it.

While I ate, I continued to take notes to keep myself occupied. It frustrated me to no end that I couldn’t solve our problems, so I tried to focus on the things that I could change.

“Right, I’ll try to reinforce the hedge with magic after I’m finished eating,” I mumbled. I spent a few moments mulling it over while I chewed a juicy piece of steak. “Might need Belphie’s help for that.” I wasn’t certain that I could open my magic channels, or whatever, by myself, but I was determined to give it a shot on my own first.

I glanced at the fireplace and saw that the plate I’d left there was clean. “Did you enjoy it?” I asked.

The candle on the hearth flickered, and I dared to think that perhaps that meant she did.

“Good.” I nodded. “I don’t often cook something like this, prime rib is expensive, but I needed…something. A treat.” I shrugged. I had no idea why I was spilling my guts to the hearth, but something told me that the spirit was listening intently.

“Things have been rough lately—with the girls, the house, the HOA. I just wanted something nice, I guess.” I shrugged and turned back to my own plate, cutting a piece of the tender meat. “I thought it might take my mind off of things to do something different…and who can say no to prime rib?”

The light of the candle’s flame seemed to bob up and down in understanding, and the warmth of the room increased to the point that I almost felt as if something wrapped around me, hugging me. Holding me.

A gasp of a sigh left my lips, but the warmth soothed me and my shoulders soon sagged in relief.

Somehow, the hug, if it could even be called that, reminded me of the ones my mom used to give me when I was a kid with a skinned knee, and it was damn hard not getting choked up over that.

“Thank you,” I said, “I guess that I’ve been so busy taking care of everyone else that I forgot to look after myself.”

Again, the flame seemed to nod, and for a second I saw something more—the outline of a woman. A curvy, gorgeous woman with long, flowing hair. I couldn’t tell anything else about her, because she was just a white light with a slight blue outline, but I sensed her all around me.

Then the sensation faded, as if she retreated back into the candle, but I still felt her residual warmth.

I ate the rest of my meal in silence, feeling a little better about everything, and I decided to spend some more time plotting construction for a stable.

Granted, I wasn’t a builder by trade, but I figured I could pick up enough info on the internet to help me make something suitable for a horse to live in.

I glanced between my phone and the paper, writing down measurements, things I’d need, anything I thought I’d need to remember, and time slipped away from me.

Eventually, I heard someone on the stairs, and I looked over to see Aisling peering around with wide eyes.

“Has this room always been here?” she asked as she crept down the stairs.

“Apparently,” I answered.

I was surprised that she was just wearing a plain black tee, but if Aisling wore her food pun shirts based on her moods, then I guessed that this one meant she was in a pretty damn bad one.

“I wonder what other secrets this old place holds,” Aisling said as she wandered deeper into the room.

I hadn’t considered that before, but when I thought about it, I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were more rooms such as this. When I wasn’t so damn busy, I’d have to explore better.

But for now, I had other matters to attend to.

Pushing my empty plate aside, I beckoned Aisling over.

She came to me, smiling, but I saw through it, saw through the worry in her eyes and the tension in her shoulders.

“Look at this,” I said, tapping on my notebook.

Aisling sat on the arm of my chair and leaned forwards to get a better look.

“A stable?” she asked. “For Imogen?”

“For both of you,” I replied. “Sure, Imogen is the one living there, but you spend a hell of a lot of time with her.” I pointed to the designs for a workbench and some shelving, “and you can use these to store her brushes and whatever else you use—oh!” I flipped the page. “I was thinking of doing an obstacle course for her, maybe get her some toys, too, since you mentioned she was bored.”

Aisling was quiet for a long moment, her pale, slender fingers flipping back and forth between the pages. Her expression was unreadable, and I got the distinct impression that I had overstepped…

But then she sobbed.

“You’re too nice, Mark,” she said, covering her face with her hands to hide her tears. “It’s almost cruel.”

“Cruel?” I blurted, caught off guard by her sudden outburst. A moment later my brain kicked into gear, and I gently reached for her, prying her hands away from her face. “Hey, come on, it’s okay,” I said.

“It’s not,” she replied. “You keep acting like you care, but…”

“I do care,” I insisted. The moment I pulled her hands away from her face, one grabbed her head by the hair and yanked it from her neck, hiding it behind her back.

“No one cares. I just scare and annoy them until they go away,” she said, her voice muffled by her back and tears.

“Why?”

She paused. I knew I’d struck her deep with that one word, and I didn’t push any further, I just waited for her to chew it over.

Slowly, Aisling brought her head from around her back and placed it back on the stump of her neck, attaching it with her leather collar. Tears streaked her face, but she wasn’t actually crying anymore.

“What if they don’t like the real me? What if they can’t handle the real me?” She closed her eyes and a tear pooled on her lashes before dropping down her cheek. “It’s one thing if they can’t handle me being obnoxious but if they can’t take me when I’m…when I’m vulnerable or needy or maybe even just a little crazy…I don’t know what I’d do.”

Watching Aisling bare her soul to me, I couldn’t resist the urge to slip an arm around her waist and hold her.

That seemed to open the flood gate.

“Elenor never loved me the way she loved Wisty, even though I tried my best to please her.” A ragged sigh left her that nearly deflated it. “It hurt. It still hurts. Why does it still hurt after all of these years?”

“Some wounds are like that,” I softly said.

“And what if I’m the reason that the HOA keeps bothering us? What if all the pranks I’ve pulled over the years and the mean tricks I played at the party were the boiling point? What if it’s my fault we’re in danger?”

“It’s not.” I wrapped my arms around her loosely, so that she still sat on the arm of the chair but was pressed tight into me.

“But what if it is? Why are they suddenly so intent on us? What if—ah!”

I cut her off by dragging her into my lap and giving her the tightest hug I could muster.

“If you’re too nice to me, I’ll get the wrong idea,” she said, her voice shaking. Yet, she clung to me, hugging me like she hadn’t been embraced in decades.

Sadly, I knew that might have been the case.

“I care about you, Aisling. I care about you deeply. I care about you even when you annoy me or hide your head someplace to scare me. I care about you when you’re sad or mad or happy. Nothing you do can change that,” I assured.

The waterworks started again, and I softly kissed her forehead. I wiped away her tears with my thumbs while I held her face in my hands.

I hadn’t realized how intimate we were until I gazed into those emerald eyes which wavered, afraid I’d reject her, afraid that I’d give up on her, afraid that I didn’t mean what I said.

A small voice told me this was wrong, but a louder one said it was right. That she needed this. That I needed this. That we cared about one another and it was okay to find healing in whatever way we saw fit.

I ignored the tiny voice, kissing my way down her face, tasting her salty tears and enjoying the warmth of her skin against my mouth.

The closer I got to her lips, the harder she breathed, and just as my mouth was about to meet hers, she tipped her head back, offering her supple lips to my own.

I caught her lips in a gentle kiss, but it wasn’t enough for either of us. We were needy and desperate, kissing like a couple of teenagers who had never kissed before—sloppy and wet and noisy.

We tasted each other deeply, and though I couldn’t quite place what she reminded me of, it was cool and spicy, a little like mint but not quite. There was a tingle of electricity there, maybe magic, and I basked in it until I couldn’t breath.

I broke the kiss to stare at her, and she looked back at me with half-lidded eyes, her lashes fluttering, then closing as she leaned in for another kiss.

I obliged, running my fingers along her cheeks and into her wild red hair. I didn’t pull it because I was afraid that I would yank her head off, but I tangled my hand in it, twirling and playing with locks while our tongues danced, fighting for dominance.

I won.

“Winner takes all,” she whispered against my mouth.

I kissed my way along her jaw and down her neck. She shuddered harder the closer I got to her collar, and I realized that she was particularly sensitive around there.

Running my tongue over her hot flesh, I reveled in her gasps and groans, in the way she shifted in my lap, grinding her plump ass against my stiffening cock.

“You’re so beautiful,” I said against her skin.

“Shut up,” she mumbled, wriggling in my grip.

“Never.” I suckled her throat.

“Mmm,” she whined, raking her fingers down my back.

“You like that?”

“Mhm.”

“You want more?”

“Fuck yes!”

Her enthusiasm spurred me on, and I flipped her in my lap so that she was straddling my hips and we were properly face to face. We both struggled to remove her tee, and I was pleased to discover that, as usual, she wasn’t wearing a bra.

Aisling cupped her breasts, lifting them and pressing them together before arching as if to offer herself to me.

I didn’t need any further invitation.

The first thing I did was dive into those lovely tits.

Aisling giggled, squishing her breasts against my face. The warm, soft flesh filling all my senses had my cock turn painfully rock hard. I wrapped an arm around her lower back to bring her closer before closing my lips around her nipple.

“Mmm,” she purred, gyrating her hips against me while I sucked and licked her tits. I gave them special attention, and I’d intended to do this slowly, gently, because it seemed like that was what Aisling needed, but…

“You know what really turns me on?” she asked.

“What?” I asked through a mouthful of nipple.

“Talking dirty to me.”

“How dirty?”

“Well…a little derogatory is fine.”

I leaned back, looking at her face with an arched brow.

Aisling was flushed, bashfully biting down on her bottom lip, and I realized she was sharing another hidden part of herself with me.

Her deepest desires.

I cupped her breasts, pinching her nipples between my fingers. “Tell me what else you’d like.”

“Use me,” she said without hesitation. “Take your pleasure with me before giving me any. Deny me everything until you say I can have it.”

Her words made my cock throb with need, and I dropped my hands away from her breasts.

I’d never been the sadistic sort, but the thought of Aisling completely at my mercy turned me on in a way I didn’t expect.

I stood, still holding onto her, and gently placed her on her feet.

“Strip for me,” I demanded as I did the same.

She dropped her clothes without a word more, and I leaned back to admire her body. She had some ab definition, which played wonderfully against her soft curves and made me want to explore every inch of her.

My eyes traced further down, to her pussy, where a little tuft of red hair waited like a landing strip. I reached out, caressing it, finding it soft and silky beneath my fingertips, and she squirmed in her place.

“Get on your knees and bend over the chair, slut,” I said, testing the word. It felt wrong to call her that, but in a good way.

Especially when I saw her little intake of breath and how eager she was to obey me.

“You want this cock?” I asked as I got down behind her.

“I want you to rail me,” Aisling said, looking over her shoulder at me and imploring me to give her everything. “I want you to use me for your pleasure.”

“Yeah, you think you can pleasure me?” I gave her ass a slap—not hard enough to hurt, just enough to sting and make her squeal.

“I live to pleasure you,” she replied, and I knew she was lost in this subservient little sex kitten role.

Positioning myself against her opening, I found her wet, but not wet enough that I was prepared to ‘rail’ her, as she put it.

So, I rubbed my cock over her clit, letting her feel my heat while I drank in hers. I teased the head to her opening, then rocked my hips like I was going to fuck her, but I just ran along her folds instead.

“Such a good little slut,” I said as I watched her arch for me. She didn’t complain or beg, just let me do anything I wanted to her, and I was intoxicated by the power surging through me.

I explored her body, basking in the sight of her bent over, and she reached around to grab her asscheeks and spread those apart for me as well—giving the best view of her puckered backdoor and the small opening of her pussy.

She got wetter every moment that I played with her, until I couldn’t take it anymore. I pressed the head of my cock to her opening and eased the first bit inside. Finding her tight but wet enough to handle me, I thrust into a warm, hugging cave, awakening all my nerve endings.

“Ahh!” she cried out in delight, her body trembling beneath me.

I groaned deep in my throat. I’d only meant to go halfway inside her, but I’d buried myself to the hilt, and she felt fucking amazing. Tight. Warm. Wet. She was everything I’d ever imagined and so much more.

“Use me,” she pleaded, her hands clutching the arms of the chair. “Make me your little slut!”

Growling, I grabbed her by the hips and gave her exactly what she wanted.

I fucked her.

Each stroke was hard and fast, pushing her forwards and shoving her into the chair as I took her from behind.

“Yes, yes,” she whimpered, rocking back to meet my hips.

I hooked one finger in the collar around her neck, careful not to loosen it, and forced her to arch harder for me.

Her delighted gasp echoed around us, and she shivered, throwing her head back in a loud moan that spurred me on.

In a moment of pure inspiration, I leaned down, putting my lips against her ear.

“Who owns you?”

“You do,” Aisling squealed.

“Who owns this pussy?”

“You do.”

“I what?”

“You own this pussy!”

I took my finger from her collar and slid it down her body to grab her hip, using my leverage to rut into her like an animal. I filled her with a speed and roughness that I never realized I was capable of.

“Yes, yes!” Aisling cried each time I bottomed out inside of her, her body lurching forwards from the power of my thrusts, but pushing back to meet me with all her might.

I was tempted to plow her until I was ready to blow, but I decided to give her exactly what she wanted—to make her beg until she couldn’t take it anymore.

I pulled out of her, grinning at her groan of protest, then dragged her around to face me.

I didn’t even have to utter a command, Aisling just took one look at my cock, covered in her slick arousal, and popped her mouth open.

“Mm,” she moaned as she slid my cockhead over her lithe little tongue. Aisling’s bright green eyes stared up at me as she slid more and more into her mouth, until I was tickling the back of her throat.

Then she kept pushing.

I felt a little resistance as her tight throat clenched around me, but she just kept going.

Aisling’s deep throating was unlike any I’d ever had before. I guessed it was because of the seam in her neck, but I felt a tingling coolness around my cock that made her feel pleasurable and kept me on the edge of climax, but didn’t allow me to finish.

I groaned, burying my fingers in her hair and watching as she stared up at me while sliding my length in and out of her mouth.

I almost went cross eyed trying to watch Aisling going down on me, and I was eventually unable to keep my eyes open no matter how hard I tried.

“Mmm,” she moaned around me, sending pleasant vibrations through my cock that threatened to push me over the edge—all while the cooling sensation of her throat denied my orgasm.

I bucked my hips forwards, trying desperately to finish inside her mouth, but it was no use.

With a growl of frustration, I pulled free of her throat. I thought of finishing on her face, I was so desperate to blow my load that it was tempting as fuck, but I flipped her around instead—this time laying her on her back in the chair.

Aisling, being the red-headed temptress that she was, spread her pussy for me with two fingers, showing off her well-fucked opening.

“Give it to me,” she said, keeping herself spread for me—but not daring to touch her clit, because her pleasure was mine to give…or to deny.

I rubbed my swollen, aching cock along her slit, slapping the length against her and shivering at how wet she sounded and felt.

“Please, give it to me,” Aisling said, hoisting her legs towards her chest and hooking her ankles over the sides of the chair. “I’m aching for you, I can’t take it anymore.”

“How badly?” I asked, rubbing the head against her clit.

“Ah!” She quivered, her hand sliding away from her pussy to grip herself under the knees. She pulled them further up her chest, giving me as little resistance as possible.

Aisling looked deep into my eyes, her green ones desperate for what only I could give her.

“Please,” she whined, “use me. I want to be your little slut.”

“You are my little slut.” I said, and rammed into her in one hard thrust that had us both crying out in ecstasy.

“Yes, yes! Give me everything, don’t hold back for my sake,” she pleaded, keeping herself spread for me. “Fuck my tight little pussy until I can’t walk!”

Something inside of me broke when I heard her desperate words. I pushed her knees as tight to her chest as they would go and I fucked her. I fucked her harder and faster than I ever knew possible, with such force that I pushed the chair forwards and had to crawl after it until it hit a wall. I fucked her so viciously that the back of her thighs turned red from the impact of my hips against them. She just got slicker and slicker, gliding over my cock like heavenly silk, sending pleasure signals through my entire body.

The head of my cock, though, was the home of incomprehensible, swollen ecstasy.

“Oh yes, just like that,” she whimpered, her fingers clawing at my shoulders, raking her nails down the muscles of my arms. “I’m your little slut!”

“Fuck yeah you are,” I growled as I grabbed her by the hair and pulled her mouth to mine, kissing her roughly, desperately, all while I pounded her pussy mercilessly.

It didn’t take me long to reach my limit, and I bucked and arched, pushing myself into her as deep and hard as I could—and she wrapped her legs around my back, pulling me in as deep as I could go.

That was when she started purposely clenching her insides around me.

Three thrusts later I slammed to the hilt inside her and blew gush after gush of hot seed inside of her. Crying out involuntarily from the pure joy surging through my body, I shuddered hard. Aisling may have been some sort of demon, but she felt angelic.

“Yes, fill me with your cum!” she cried out, still working me with her insides as she gyrated her hips against mine.

Lights bursted behind my eyelids and my joints locked for a few moments—then gave way. I had just enough time to flip us, so I was sitting in the chair and she was straddling me, before collapsing in a heap.

And Aisling, bless her heart, started riding my dick.

I groaned, grabbing her by the hips. I was half hard, and I didn’t have any strength left, but that didn’t stop me from enjoying the feeling of her warm, soaked pussy sliding over me, even though I was oversensitive as fuck.

“Have I earned my orgasm…Master?” she asked, like she was testing the word. She bit her lip, so I figured she liked the sound of that.

So did I.

My cock twitched to life. I knew I wouldn’t last long, but I sank my fingers into the arms of the chair and pushed up to meet her all the same.

“Be a good girl and ride my cock, and I’ll let you cum all over it,” I promised.

“Yes, Master.”

Aisling, wild, untamable Aisling, obeyed without question, bouncing on my cock slowly at first, building up the speed as she found her rhythm.

As she did, I put my thumb to her clit, and I stroked the swollen nub slowly.

“Ahhh, yes! Master please, give me more!” She lifted herself off of my cock and shoved back down to fill herself with me over and over again. When I rubbed her clit harder, she rode me faster, eager to please me. The little nub was hot beneath my fingers, and I had no doubt that she’d been aching for my touch all while I fucked her.

“You’re such a good girl, Aisling,” I said, moving my free hand to her breast and giving it a squeeze. “You earned this.”

“Really, Master?” she asked, her green eyes dazed.

“Mhm. You can orgasm whenever you’re ready, since you’re such a good little slut for me.”

“Thank you, Master!”

We fell into silence, besides our moans and groans and the sounds of our bodies coming together.

When I recovered a little from my last orgasm, I pushed up to meet her hips, fucking her from below and basking in her cries of delight while a familiar pressure built in my belly.

“I…I’m close,” she panted, her breasts bouncing with each move of her body. “So close.”

“Come for me.”

“I am! I’m coming!” she squealed, then tensed up around me, her whole body twitching and bucking. My mind went blank as her insides pulled tight around me like they were trying to suck my soul out through my dick, and I pinned her body to mine as I emptied my load inside of her.

It wasn’t as much as last time, but it drained me even more, and my cock, as well as the rest of my body, went limp in an instant.

Aisling flopped forwards, curling up on my chest and nuzzling into my neck—my cock still buried inside of her. She was covered in a thin layer of sweat, but she recovered before I did, and raised her hips off of mine.

“Want to see my new trick?” she asked, a devilish smirk playing over her lips.

It relieved me to see that expression, and I managed a nod.

I wasn’t surprised to see her pluck her head off, but my eyes nearly bulged out of my head as she put it between her legs and started to lick at the pearly white liquid leaking from her pussy.

“Fuck, Aisling,” I growled, watching her eat her own pussy.

“Am I still a good little slut?” she asked between licks.

“You’re the best.”

She popped her head back into place and grinned at me, then cuddled against my chest, drawing circles on my skin with a single finger.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I do require some aftercare,” she sheepishly admitted.

I kissed her forehead, brushing her hair, which was even wilder than usual, from her face.

“I’d be happy to,” I said, squishing her against my chest. “And I meant what I said.”

“That I’m a good slut?” she asked, giggling.

“No, that I care about you.” I chuckled.

“I care about you too,” she admitted, “a lot more than I thought I would.”

I nodded—I was the same.

I cared about Aisling the same way I cared about Wisty and—

Swallowing hard, the reality of what I’d done hit me like a bucket of cold water was poured over me.

How the fuck was I supposed to tell Wisty about this?

I’d taken her virginity, acted like we were dating, and then I’d gone and fucked another girl…

I cared about her, there was no denying that, but I cared about Aisling too, if I had to pick…

I didn’t want to.

It was selfish, I knew that, but I wanted them both.

“What’s wrong?” Aisling asked, a frown gracing her features.

“Nothing,” I said, brushing my lips against her forehead again. It wasn’t her problem to worry about, it was mine, and she didn’t deserve being told I was thinking about another woman after we were together. “Just how amazing you are.”

Her face lit up and she settled tighter against me, blowing out a content sigh. “Not as amazing as you,” she said, rubbing her nose over the side of my neck. “No one is as amazing as you.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“I do,” she said without a hint of doubt. “And I won’t let anyone, especially you, tell me otherwise.”


CHAPTER 27


After taking a shower to clear my mind, I plodded towards my bedroom, my brain still reeling.

I’d betrayed Wisty. Sweet, innocent Wisty who had never done a thing to hurt anyone. I’d done the unthinkable, allowing myself to get caught up in another woman…

But it wasn’t just any woman, it was one I cared for as deeply as I did Wisty. One I wanted to hold, to protect, to be a part of my life for as long as I lived.

I suspected that explanation would go over like a lead balloon, but it was the truth.

“Fuck,” I groaned as I stopped outside of my bedroom door. I hesitated to enter.

I knew what I’d find—Wisty curled in my bed, watching whatever Disney movie she’d chosen for the day. Her eyes would be wide with wonder, and she’d be so happy to see me that she’d bound out of bed to hug me.

Of course, she’d be wearing my shirt.

Somehow that made things worse.

I sighed, burying my face in my palms.

My heart hammered in my chest with such ferocity that blood pounded in my ears, and my stomach churned, feeling as though it flipped over on itself.

I’d ruined the best thing that had ever happened to me, and now I needed to face the music, but it robbed me of all my strength to even think of losing Wisty.

She was such a big part of my life now that I couldn’t imagine going on without her.

And what would we even do? She was bound to the garden and I owned the house, we couldn’t exactly avoid each other. I’d saved her, sure, but then I’d broken her heart and—

My bedroom door swung open, revealing Wisty’s concerned face.

“Mark, you’ve been standing out here for a while. What’s the matter?” she asked, coming to me. She tried to hug me but I stopped her because I was no longer deserving of her affection.

“I did a bad thing, Wisty,” I blurted, unsure how else to broach the subject, which was eating me up inside. “A bad, bad thing.”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” she assured as she took my hand and pulled me into my bedroom. “You could never do such a thing.”

Her unshakeable belief in me just made me feel worse.

I dragged myself over to the bed and sat on the edge.

Wisty joined me, looking increasingly concerned.

“Is it the HOA?” she asked.

I wished it was.

“I…Aisling and I…” I trailed off, my throat so tight that it was hard to speak, but I knew I had to. As much as I dreaded telling her the truth, I wasn’t a coward, I wouldn’t hide it from her.

“The two of you?” Wisty cocked her head to one side.

I thought of just blurting it out, but I was sure that would blindsight her and cause even more pain, so I gently took her small hands in my much larger ones.

Her citrusy scent enveloped me, and I despaired to think that it might be the last time that I smelled it so intimately.

My thumbs stroked over her skin, and I realized I was stalling.

Maybe I am a coward after all, I bitterly thought.

Then I sighed. Putting it off wouldn’t make this any easier.

“Aisling and I had sex,” I said, but that wasn’t enough. She needed to hear it all. She needed to know that I didn’t regret it, except for the fact that it hurt her. “I’m sorry, Wisty, but it happened and honestly…I care about her, you know? I—”

“More than you care about me?” she interrupted.

“Well, no, but—”

“Mark.” Wisty chuckled.

She fucking chuckled.

My God, I’ve driven her to madness.

“Mark, let me stop you there.” She took her hands from mine and for a moment I feared that she was going to leave, but she placed her hands over my cheeks, squishing them and forcing me to look at her.

For a second, I thought she might snap my neck or crush my head with some previously hidden garden nymph strength, but she kissed me.

Softly. Lovingly.

My brain scrambled to make sense of everything, but no matter how hard I thought, I couldn’t come to any reasonable answer as to why she responded the way she did.

“I—” I began as she broke away, but she pressed a finger over my lips.

“Mark, listen to me,” she implored.

I nodded. Dumbly, but I nodded.

“Do you remember how I told you about monster clans, and how you’re our clan leader?” she asked, her finger sliding over my lips so that she was holding my face again.

I nodded again.

“I didn’t get to tell you much. I didn’t want to overwhelm you with information, I know that you’ve been exposed to a lot of confusing things since you came to live here.”

I didn’t say anything, but that was an understatement.

“But you see, clan leaders are special,” she said, slipping one hand from my cheek to my hair, which she gently stroked, “they are allowed to—expected even—to take more than one mate.”

“Huh?” I asked. Fundamentally, I understood the words that she spoke, but they didn’t make any sense to my human brain.

“A clan leader is a protector. They’re the best of us. They are the strongest, the smartest, the most skilled. Us monsters believe in passing those traits on,” she said.”

“Right, and what does that mean,” I said. “Plainly, please.”

“You, clan leader, can have as many mates as you please. Aisling even spoke to me about her budding desires towards you, and I assured her that I understood and was fine with it.”

I stared at her, waiting for the words to sink in, waiting for them to make sense—hell, waiting for Wisty to slap me and tell me I was a cheating idiot.

That didn’t happen.

“I’m your first mate, Mark. That doesn’t make me any more important than whatever mates you take next, but it means a lot to me.” She blushed slightly, twirling a lock of her hair around a finger. “It makes me happy that a man as amazing as you accepted me first.”

“But how do you feel about it?” I pressed, because I was an idiot who couldn’t leave well enough alone.

“I just told you.” She cocked her head to one side.

“Aren’t you like…jealous?”

“Of what?”

“Seriously?”

Wisty looked at me curiously for a moment before realization crossed her face. “Ah, I see,” she said. “Mark, you’re thinking about this like a human.”

“There’s a good reason for that,” I replied.

“I know, I know, but this is how we monsters do things.” She pecked a kiss on my lips, then casually flopped back on the bed, her green hair pooling around her face.

“Monsters aren’t monogamous?” I asked.

“Not mostly, from what I understand. I hear some monsters do, but it’s rare. We prefer to band together. We’re social creatures. We like to live in groups and it’s safer if we do.”

“Huh,” I said, hardly believing the conversation we were having.

I would have thought I was hallucinating if Wisty didn’t grab my sleeve and pull on it until I lay down beside her.

“Shall I show you just how unbothered I am?” she asked before placing a heated kiss on my lips.

She might have been unbothered, but at that moment I sensed a spark of competitiveness from Wisty, like she wanted to be the best kisser, the best lover.

Exciting as that was, I doubted my dick could handle it after that day we’d had.

“I believe you,” I assured when she broke the kiss, and then I hugged her. Tight. “I was so scared that I’d lose you. I thought I’d fucked up so bad…”

“You didn’t.” She kissed my cheek and crawled to nestle against me. “I sort of thought you’d have sex with Aisling before me, but I’m glad things happened this way.”

I nodded, unsure what to say.

“Will Aisling spend the night with us from now on?” Wisty asked.

“I don’t know,” I murmured, looking at her. “Would that bother you?”

“Not as long as she doesn’t prank me while I sleep.”

I snorted a laugh. “Good point, but I think she understands that’s not appropriate now…I hope.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” she giggled, laying her head on my shoulder.

I stayed there on my back, staring at the ceiling with Wisty’s warmth curled against me. I never thought I’d get to feel that again, but I was grateful that things turned out the way they did.

“Want to finish watching this movie with me?” Wisty asked, lifting her head to look at my face.

I glanced at the TV, where I saw a still image of Snow White. I didn’t much feel like watching that, or anything, and I was about to tell her as much when she suddenly handed me the tome from the attic.

“I bet you’d rather work on this,” she said with a knowing smile.

“I’m so close to figuring out how to fix the circle.” I accepted the tome and flipped it open to once more lose myself in the strange writing.

“You should tell her.”

I looked at her skeptically.

“She’ll find out when you fix the spell circle, anyway.”

“I’d rather it be a surprise…I don’t think she’d believe me if I told her I was trying to free her.” I shrugged. My relationship with Belphie had grown a lot, but I knew she was still holding back, still afraid—and rightfully so, given that, with this book she didn’t even know I had, I could enslave her.

Wisty didn’t push the issue, she just climbed back under my—our—bed covers and turned on the movie once again.

I crawled in next to her, the heavy old book in my hands, and started reading while comparing the image on my phone screen to ones in the book.

There were many spell circles in the book, so many that I’d had trouble finding Belphie’s when I’d first got the book, but now I knew exactly what page it was on.

“Say, Wisty,” I said absently as I stared at the drawing on the page, “why did Elenor have a book like this to begin with?”

“She was a powerful sorceress. She used to be a mercenary, but she retired here to live out her last years,” she replied.

That was probably the least surprising thing that I’d heard recently, and I just nodded my acceptance. It only made sense that a magic house with a hearth goddess would be owned by a sorceress.

“The hearth goddess!” I bolted upright in bed.

“Mark?” Wisty asked, startled.

“If anyone knows how to fix the spell circle, it’ll be the hearth goddess. I bet she can help me.” I bolted out of bed and into the hallway, where I ran down the stairs and to the secret room with the tome in hand—which was stupid, but I was excited.

“Hearth goddess,” I called as I entered the room beneath the stairs. “Do you know anything of spell circles?”

The flame of the candle seemed to nod.

An image flashed before me—two bodies writhing together in a familiar position, and I flushed.

“Sorry about the show with Aisling,” I said, “I’ll make up for it later. Right now I need your help with this.” I smacked the book down on the coffee table with more force than I meant, so much that it trembled, but I ignored that as I pulled a chair over.

“Help me free Belphie,” I pleaded. “She doesn’t deserve to be trapped here.” I tapped the page. “This is her spell circle, and this is the circle drawn in the attic,” I said as I opened up the image on my phone. “What do I have to do with it to set her free? I know how to bind her to myself, but not how to break the spell circle and release her.”

I saw the shape of the hearth goddess come out from the flame of the candle, much smaller this time, so small that she could easily stand on the coffee table.

She pointed to a single word on the page.

Command.

And then she vanished, leaving me to ponder her meaning.


CHAPTER 28


I mulled over the meaning of the word ‘command’ all throughout the next day, which I spent roaming around the perimeter of the property and sizing up the hedge that acted as a fence.

It looked better than it did before I had arrived, but it still looked sickly, and I couldn’t help wondering if that was because of some kind of outside meddling.

So, with my mind still occupied by the apparent guidance that the hearth goddess had given me, I raised a hand to the near-dead hedge and focused on it.

Nothing happened, but I didn’t expect it to be so easy.

Remembering the teaching session that I had with Belphie, I focused on opening my channels. First, I visualized them, running through me like veins, a series of pathways that joined my entire body, connecting not to my heart, but to the world around me.

The magic ran like rivers through me, and briefly I wondered if I’d picked up any new powers from Aisling during our coupling, but now wasn’t the time to try.

If I reinforced the hedge, we were safer. It would keep the HOA out. It would keep out any intruders, if I made it thick enough.

Hell, maybe I could even find a way to make it defensible.

As my mind spun with possibilities, I felt my channels opening, eager to turn my ideas into reality, and I closed my eyes, picturing the hedge as I wanted it to be.

Full, luscious…and filled to the brim with painful thorns and stinging needles.

Beneath my palm, I felt the hedge rattle, and a warmth filled my body, circulating through it before speeding towards my palms and exciting my body in a rush that made my head spin.

I staggered a few steps, and then toppled over, landing flat on my back in the grass.

Instinctively, I knew that I’d used too much magic, that my body couldn’t handle the strain of what I’d tried to do.

I was so weak that for a few moments I couldn’t even open my eyes, and I was left wondering if I had managed to accomplish what I’d set out to do.

When I finally had enough strength to pry my eyes open, I gathered what I had left to flop my head to the side and stare at the hedge.

All I could see at first were the roots—and they were thick, strong, and covered in thorns.

“No way.” The words were a weak whisper on my lips, but they were a cry of triumph.

As minutes passed, enough strength came back to me so that I could sit, and I saw the hedge for the first time in all its green glory. It was tall and thick, with full green leaves that hid the thorns beneath.

In a few places, white flowers similar to the traditional rose had begun to sprout.

“Huh,” I said, before a wave of dizziness hit me and I was forced to lay back in the grass again.

Besides the conundrum rattling around in my brain, I felt oddly at peace—and drained in a way that I never knew possible.

My eyes closed and opened, opened and closed. I lost track of time as I lay there, but I wasn’t frightened by the blackouts, they were just hard-earned naps from using so much magic.

When I finally came to, rain sprinkled from the sky, pecking all over my body. I felt well enough to sit, and I did, once more drinking in the sight of the newly repaired hedge.

“Impressive,” a voice said from nearby.

I startled, craning my neck over my shoulder.

Belphie stood there looking down at me, a delicate and gothic-looking umbrella over her head.

She wore all black today, including a lacy dress that once again resembled a corset. A ribbon was tied around her waist, and streams of them hung from the outfit, while several more were coiled around her legs light tights.

Elbow-length gloves covered her fingers, and she wore a small black hat that had a matching veil which partially shielded her face.

She looked like a sexy widow, and I nearly told her as much.

“I wondered when you would wake,” Belphie said.

“How long have you been standing there?” I said, but it came out as a croak because my throat was so tight and dry.

“Since I sensed a strong burst of magic.” She twirled her umbrella in her hand as she looked down at me. “I thought we were under attack, but it seems as though you have given us a line of defense.”

“That was the idea.”

“And a grand idea it was.”

I grinned. There was just something different about being praised by Belphie, who was so cheap to hand it out.

“Come, let us head inside,” she said, “before the sky breaks.”

I looked up at the dark clouds and agreed that it seemed like there would be a downpour at any moment. After struggling to my feet, I offered Belphie my arm, and she accepted like the lady she was, so we walked together across the lawn and towards the house.

“The other two were worried, but I ordered them to leave us be,” she said, “they were driving me to madness, fretting over you.”

“Huh.” I paused. “You ordered them to stop?”

“Of course.”

Command.

“There’s no way it’s that easy,” I said, but why couldn’t it be? Why couldn’t I just command Belphie to be free? Shit, I’d watched Aladdin as a kid, why didn’t I think of that myself?

“It was,” she replied.

I stared at her.

Powerful, sexy Belphie was bound to this estate. A princess of the hells, who was probably used to having the whole world at her fingertips, imprisoned. Sure, it was a nice prison, but a bird in a gilded cage is still flightless.

She suffered that fate without complaint. She’d gone out of her way to tell me how to save Wisty and how to help the house—even about the hearth goddess who lived there. Belphie could put on as stoic of a face as she liked, but she was a caring individual. She looked after everyone around her.

It was time for me to return the favor.

“I’ll see you in a few,” I called over my shoulder as I ran across the lawn. Sure, I could have explained it to her, I could have warned her of my plan, but that would take precious time.

Time I could spend preparing to free her.

My head spun as I burst into the house. That was partly due to excitement, but I’d also undoubtedly used a great deal of my magic supply reinforcing the hedge. I had no idea how long that would take to recover—I just hoped that I had enough for this crazy plan to work.

I grabbed a can of spray paint from the kitchen counter—I’d been using it to mark the trees that were well and truly dead so that I could chop them down later, but it seemed I might be able to revive them myself—and ran upstairs.

I bolted into my bedroom, startling Wisty and offering a mumbled apology as I grabbed the tome and left as quickly as I’d appeared.

The attic was still an ominous place, with a foreboding atmosphere that told me to get the hell out of there, but I didn’t listen. I fought against the churning in my stomach, the rising hair on the back of my neck, and the chill that ran down my spine.

Shaking the can of spray paint, I made my way over to the elaborate circle that was drawn on the floor.

I knew now what needed to be changed, but first I had to light the candles—demon rituals were particular, as far as I could tell from my reading.

Patting myself down for my handy lighter, I found it in my ass pocket and whipped it out. There was a method to the madness. With the first flick of the lighter I lit a stray candle and broke it off from where it was connected to the floor.

I then used that candle to light the ones that sat at each point drawn at the edges of the circle.

I didn’t have to refer to the book, I knew the order I needed to light them in—counterclockwise, starting from the bottom.

Nothing happened from me just lighting those candles, but I hadn’t really expected anything to, even though my hands were shaking.

That made it harder to draw the circle and runes, but I did it meticulously, tracing the ones that were left there years ago—all but one.

I knew exactly which rune needed to be changed, but I referred to the book half a dozen times as I drew the correct rune, because I needed to get this right.

I had one shot, and I wasn’t about to blow it.

The second I completed the last rune, all of the candles in the attic sparked to life with an eerie purple flame that reminded me of Belphie’s eyes.

I licked the tips of my fingers, pinching out each of the normal flames on the candles from the circle, and they immediately glowed back to life with the same violet hue as the others.

Picking up the candle I’d used to light the others, I tipped it, accidentally spilling some hot wax down my arm. It burned, but it didn’t slow me down. I tipped the candle away from me and drew an image with the dripping candle wax—Belphie’s insignia, according to the book.

My drawing was rough, but it was supposed to be a diamond with another rune inside, one that was meant to be her name in her mother tongue, as far as I could guess.

All while I worked, the foreboding aura increased, warning me that I was doing something unnatural, that I should stop before it was too late.

I didn’t.

I picked up the book and read from it, as best I could.

“Belphegor.” It was the one word I recognized from the English bastardization of what I guessed was how demons pronounced the spell. “Ja nae, plaza. Ja nae, orox. Ja nae, aerarth.”

I call thee. I summon thee. I bind thee.

The violet of the flames grew so large that I had to shield myself not just from their light, but from the intense heat that filled the attic. I was afraid the whole place was about to go up in flames, and I let out an involuntary gasp for air. It was suffocating.

But not as suffocating as the look I saw on Belphie’s face when the flames died down and I could see again.

She stood in the center of the circle, glaring down at me with hurt and fear in her eyes.

“You despicable, slimy little meat sack,” she snarled. She held her umbrella so tight that I feared she might hit me with it—and she probably would have, if she were able to. Her tail rattled so loud that the sound threatened to deafen me.

“Belphie, I—”

“Don’t ‘Belphie’ me, worm. I may have to obey you, but I refuse to respect you. Blunderbuss. Cad! You chicken-shit-eating fuck-faced fop!”

“Belphie—”

“You have me now, so what? What are your great plans, master?” she mocked. “Add me to your little harem of girls? Think you can handle a demon? Think you can—”

“Belphie,” I snapped.

She recoiled, and I realized that there must have been some sort of magic in my words—in my commands.

It didn’t knock her down for long. She straightened her back and jutted her chin out defiantly at me. I knew I was in for another earful if I let her get started again.

“I free you of your shackles, under the condition that no one can ever bind you again.”

The purple flames extinguished all at once, casting us into near darkness, but I could still make out the anger, the hurt, on her gorgeous face.

The rattling of her tail slowed until it went limp behind her, and I watched the anger drain from her face, replaced instead with confusion.

“You what?” she deadpanned.

“I freed you…I hope.”

“You did, but…” Belphie trailed off, looking around. She flexed her fingers, her wings, and then it hit me.

A wave of air, an aura—her power.

It brought me to my knees.

Belphie crouched in front of me, and for a moment I feared she still might kill me, for doing specifically what she’d told me not to do.

Instead, she threw her arms around me, drawing me into a deep embrace that crushed me into her gigantic breasts. They were soft and squishy, pleasantly warm even through her clothes, and I found myself relaxing into her.

“Mark, I—I cannot believe it,” she whispered. She was kneeling on the floor now, with me drawn against her, and she wrapped her wings around us.

Something told me that this was the demon version of a hug, and I rather liked it.

When I adjusted to the oppressive aura of her true power, I even managed to hug her back.

“I am free,” she whispered, sounding as if she didn’t quite believe the words.

“Mhm,” I affirmed. “You can go anywhere, do anything you want.”

The words pained me because I didn’t want to lose her, but I wanted even less for her to stay by my side when she didn’t want that.

“I can, yes.” Belphie’s grip grew slack around me, but I remained buried in her breasts, because it was an amazing place to be. “I could return to the hells.”

“You could. You could be a princess again.”

“I am a princess no matter where I am.”

“Well, you could live like one again.”

“Indeed.” Belphie looked around, her violet eyes fluttering as she took in the dusty attic.

I suspected that it was nowhere near as opulent as she was used to.

“You can get back to your family,” I said.

She made a face. I wasn’t exactly sure what it meant, but she chose that moment to distance herself from me.

Standing to her full height and leaving me kneeling on the floor, Belphie turned her back to me—facing the exit.

Something told me that she didn’t need to walk out of here to leave, but it was symbolic. Taking her first steps into a new chapter of her life.

“Mark,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at me—which I only saw because her wings dropped to allow me the view. “Thank you. You are a good man. I apologize for what I said in my anger.”

“Of course.” I pushed myself to my feet. I thought of throwing my arms around her from behind and asking her to stay, but I didn’t want to influence her decision.

She deserved to be free.

“I shall take my leave then,” Belphie said.

My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach, but I nodded.

“I’ll walk you out.”

She nodded, holding out her arms like a proper lady.

I maneuvered her hand to place a kiss on it, and her eyes squinted at me in delight.

Wisty and Aisling were waiting at the bottom of the stairs for us.

“Could it be?” Wisty asked, looking between the two of us. “Did you manage to free her?”

“We felt the summoning and burst of power, but we couldn’t get close,” Aisling said as she practically hopped from foot to foot. “What happened?”

“I am free,” Belphie said simply.

“We need to have a celebration!” Aisling said.

“No need,” Belphie said, but Aisling didn’t listen.

“Come on, Wisty, let’s start planning this shindig!” Aisling excitedly announced as she grabbed the garden nymph by the arm and started to drag her off.

I didn’t want to be the one to tell her that Belphie was leaving, but it looked like Belphie wasn’t one for goodbyes.

Together, we continued towards the front door, and the moment Belphie stepped outside, she looked like a woman who had never before seen the sun.

“Mark,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Has it always been this beautiful?”

I stared at her—the way her dark hair shone in the sunlight and her wings and tail moved with the wind. A slight smile graced her full lips, and her violet eyes were alive, full of wonder.

“Not quite this beautiful,” I said.

She looked at me, her lips slightly parted, and then smirked. “But I still cannot go out like this.”

I almost asked what she meant, before I remembered that she was a demon and most of the neighborhood wouldn’t look kindly on such a thing.

“I suppose this will have to do.” She snapped her fingers and her horns, wings, and tail all vanished.

“You could do that?” I asked, my jaw nearly hitting the floor.

“I can now. Although it is not the most comfortable. My brother once described it as being similar to hiding a beefswell, but I cannot say anything about that.”

Arm in arm, we walked down the long driveway and through the gates, which I had more or less fixed, though they creaked something awful when they opened.

The second we stepped off of the estate, Belphie turned to me, a large—for her—smile on her face.

“I am glad I met you.”

My heart hammered hard in my chest, the words warming me.

The kiss she placed on my cheek warmed me even more.

She dropped my arm then and started to walk away.

But, selfish as it was, I couldn’t let her just waltz out of my life.

I ran after her, grabbing her by the arm.

“It dawns on me that I never spoke my intentions,” Belphie said as I caught her. “I am just taking a walk around the neighborhood.” She blinked her violet eyes at me. “Would you care to join me?”

“There’s nowhere I’d rather be,” I said, grinning from ear to ear with relief.


CHAPTER 29


Music blared through the house so loud that I would have been worried that we would disturb the neighbors—if they didn’t suck so much.

Instead, I just headed downstairs, because I figured it meant the party was about to start.

I wasn’t sure that four people gathering together to celebrate counted as a party, but Aisling and Wisty were too excited for me to even think about raining on their parade.

Belphie, the guest of honor, wasn’t there yet when I made it to the dining hall, but I found Aisling and Wisty there.

A huge 'Congratulations!' banner was strung over the entrance, and I smiled as I headed in to greet the girls.

Wisty, for once, wasn’t wearing my shirt, rather she opted for a flowing dress of pink, red, and white flower petals. She also sported a red rose in her hair, though I barely had a chance to glimpse it before she ran up to give me a kiss.

“Hey, no fair, I called dibs!” Aisling protested as she wormed her way in between us and kissed me next. She was wearing a black shirt and a tartan skirt that barely covered her ass.

“Borrowed it from Belphie,” she said as she spun in place, showing off her duds.

“Does she know?” Wisty asked with an arched brow.

“She’s surprisingly generous when it comes to clothes,” Aisling said, “which is nice because she has such a huge collection and—”

I zoned out.

Wisty and Aisling continued to chat about clothes, and I observed the dining hall. A rainbow of streamers were pinned along the tops of the walls, and black and pink balloons filled with helium rested against the ceiling at random intervals.

“I’m so glad she’s staying,” Wisty said, “it would be strange without her around here.”

“The internet would probably be faster,” Aisling joked.

“Aisling!”

She cackled a laugh from deep in her belly, then looked at me. “We got some food for you, but we weren’t sure what you liked, so…”

I looked at the table, where there were a couple of platters—including a dandelion salad that I assumed was made by Wisty.

“Thanks, I appreciate it,” I said with a smile even as my gut clenched in fear.

The duo beamed, pleased with their handiwork, and went back to chatting amongst themselves.

I surveyed the room, noting how much nicer it looked now than the first time I’d set foot here, and I wandered over to one of the armor statues and took a peek inside to see how it was standing.

That didn’t answer my question, and I almost wondered if the things were magical, when I heard Wisty gasp and I turned to look towards the doorway.

There, in an elegant black ball gown that would have been the star of any goth shindig, was Belphie. She held a mask attached to a stick in one hand, and she kept it over her face as she surveyed us. A large black feather stuck out from it, but I hardly paid that any mind as I looked at the dress.

It had sleeves, and the fabric of the skirt was attached to each arm in two places. Still, it showed off her pale shoulders and the deep neckline of her breasts, which plunged to show off her navel.

Her horns were polished and her wings were folded on her back. As she stood there her tail swayed gently behind her.

Like when I’d first met her, in my dreams, Belphie seemed to glide across the floor as she joined us.

When she got close, she lowered the mask.

“Perhaps I am overdressed,” she said.

“I think we’re underdressed,” I replied, looking down at my stained jeans and the white tee I wore.

“It is hard to find an excuse to wear such things,” Belphie said, twirling the stick of her mask between her fingers.

“You can wear whatever the hell you want, Belphie, don’t let us stop you.”

She considered this a moment, then nodded. “True.”

Aisling, who had run over to the laptop, put on some classical music.

“My lady, would you care to join me on the dancefloor?” I asked Belphie.

She inclined her head towards me, offering her gloved fingers to me, which I kissed.

It kind of reminded me of the Halloween party, but we didn’t last long in the dining hall.

I danced solo with each of the girls, which was as nice as the first time I danced with them, but I wasn’t really in the mood for it.

“How about we head upstairs and watch something?” I asked.

“A murder show?” Belphie asked.

“A Disney movie?” Wisty perked up.

“Porn,” Aisling said with a smirk.

“I’m sure we can find a happy medium…maybe.” I said, looking skeptically towards Aisling, who just winked at me.

The four of us huddled into my room and piled on my bed—which wasn’t an easy task given how full Belphie’s dress was.

I sat in the middle, my back to the headboard and Wisty sitting between my legs. Aisling was sprawled out between me and the wall, while Belphie was on the outside of the bed, her dress spilling over the edge.

“Guess I’ll choose what to put on,” I said, flicking through my smartphone for something that I thought all three of them would like.

That was easier said than done.

I got the feeling that Aisling would be happy with pretty much anything that I put on, but Belphie seemed to exclusively be interested in fashion and murder, while Wisty loved animated movies.

Of all the anime I remembered watching, Death Note was the first to come to my mind, and I shrugged as I put it on.

The four of us settled back to watch the show, but I was more interested in watching the girls than the anime—curious to see how each of them were enjoying the story I had enjoyed so much when I first watched it all those years ago.

It was the first anime that I watched online with subtitles, though I’d watched many dubbed series on Western television, of course. Dragon Ball Z, Bleach, hell, I’d even watched Sailor Moon because I had a huge crush on Sailor Mercury.

I barely held back a laugh as I thought about what a nerd I was back then—and how I still was, though things had changed so much.

I still enjoyed the same things that I did back then, but I no longer lived with my parents. They were long gone.

Instead, I had three sexy roomies who loved to spend time with me, and whom I loved to spend time with.

I didn’t live in one of the luxurious houses that I used to sell and always imagined myself inevitably buying. No, I picked a fixer upper that still needed a lot of work despite the solid month or more or effort I’d put into it.

And I was fine with that. It was what I wanted.

“Wish I had a book like that,” Belphie eventually said.

“Aren’t you strong enough to be able to handle your enemies with your bare hands?” I asked.

“That can be…messy.”

“Right, wouldn’t want to get blood and guts all over your clothes.”

“Exactly. I worked hard on them.” Belphie nodded her approval at my apparent understanding, then turned back to the screen.

I leaned forwards to look down at Wisty. “What do you think?” I asked.

“This is very unlike what I’ve been watching, but I like it,” she replied, smiling up at me.

I brushed a kiss to her forehead before leaning back, playfully half flopping onto Aisling. “And you?”

“I’ve seen it before,” she said, shoving at me and grinning. “But it’s good. Better with company.”

I smiled.

If I had to think of a perfect moment, I would never have conjured up this, but that’s what it was.

Perfection.

We got a few episodes in before everyone, particularly Aisling, began to get a little restless.

“We should do this more often,” I said, looking between the girls. “There’s lots of movies and anime and shows I’d love for you guys to see.”

“I’m down,” Aisling said.

“Me too,” Wisty agreed.

I looked at Belphie, who nodded daintily.

“I find this request to be amiable,” she said as she slipped off of the bed and to her feet. Somehow, her ballgown still looked flawless. Her tail swished behind her as she headed for the door, and she took one last look at us over her shoulder before opening it.

“Thank you again, Mark. You have no idea how grateful I am to you.”

She closed the door before I could say anything, and if I had to guess, she was embarrassed.

“I’m so proud of you.” Wisty sat up to kiss my lips. “You did a wonderful thing for Belphie.”

“You’re always doing wonderful things,” Aisling added, kissing me next.

I slid a hand into each of their hair and drew them closer, taking turns making out with them while the other watched. I didn’t think kissing either of them could be any hotter than it already was, but something about having another woman impatiently waiting to kiss me while I made out with another turned me on more than I ever imagined it could.

While I made out with Wisty, I felt a hand cup my crotch, and I broke the kiss to see who was feeling me up.

I should have known it was Aisling.

“I think it’s time we give something back, don’t you, Wisty?” she asked.

The garden nymph nodded timidly.

When they urged me to lay back, I did so happily, watching as they fought the button of my jeans open before Aisling yanked them off me.

I peeled out of my shirt on my own, and Aisling and Wisty kissed along my muscles, seeming to enjoy the taste of my skin.

Normally, I’d prefer a more active role, but there was something oddly appealing about my body being worshiped by these two beauties.

Their tongues and lips traveled over my skin, impatiently making their way to my boxers, where they kissed and sucked at my hardening length through the fabric.

Wisty pulled my cock free, wrapping her hand around the base and immediately taking me into her mouth. She sucked hard for a few moments, her cheeks caving in around my shaft. Then she pulled away, offering me to Aisling.

“That’s a good little slut,” I said as Aisling took all of me into her mouth with ease—then brushed Wisty’s hand away so that she could take me into her throat too.

“Wow,” Wisty said, “she’s so good at this.” I heard a note of dejection in her voice, like she worried she wasn’t enough for me, so I grabbed her by the hips and dragged her up my body.

“W-what are you doing?” she asked, maneuvering exactly as I urged her to.

“Oh,” she said when she found herself hovering over my face.

“Aisling, my little slut, be a good girl and ride my cock,” I said before grabbing Wisty’s ass and pulling her pussy down onto my mouth.

I barely heard her cries through her thighs—the sexiest earmuffs I’d ever worn.

As Aisling pulled off of my cock, leaving it wet and tingling with her strange magic, I felt her move around, then line me up against her entrance.

I thrusted, filling her to the hilt in one go.

We both groaned, and I lost myself in the movements of my hips and the flick of my tongue over Wisty’s pussy.

The three of us were eager and impatient, so I honed in on Wisty’s clit and abused it with my tongue until she was curling and begging me to give her release.

Meanwhile, Aisling rode my cock, and I pushed up to meet her each time she came down on me. She was doing that thing again, where she clenched her insides around me, and it was driving me fucking nuts.

Blindly, I reached out, finding Aisling, propping my hand on her hip and roaming around with my thumb until I found her sensitive bundle of nerves.

The three of us finished as one, with Wisty creaming all over my face and Aisling squeezing my dick so hard that I blew my load deep inside her.

As the two girls collapsed, sliding off of me and taking their place on either side of me, I realized that I’d have many more nights like this.

And I couldn’t fucking wait to see what the future would hold for us.


CHAPTER 30


A beeping woke me in the middle of the night, but it took me a few moments to reorient myself and figure out what it was. I had to pry myself from Wisty and Aisling as I leaned over to grab my phone from the bedside table.

I went to turn off the alarm and crawl out of bed when I realized that it wasn’t my morning alarm that was going off.

It was the security system.

Bolting out of bed in a flurry of blankets that made Wisty and Aisling jump, I threw on my clothes with one hand, while trying to watch my phone screen on the other.

The night vision of the security camera was pretty clear, and I could easily make out three figures stalking along the perimeter of my property, which was back and away from the sidewalk enough that most people wouldn’t trigger the alarm.

One of them held a gas can.

I guess that after failing to burn down my garden, they decided to up the ante.

I was out of the room and down the stairs in an instant. I paused only long enough to shove my feet into my heavy work boots before running off into the night like a madman.

I needed to stop them. I needed to protect the house.

More importantly, I needed to protect my girls.

It dawned on me when I was halfway down the driveway that I didn’t bring a weapon in case things got ugly, but a moment later I realized I was a weapon.

Besides being built enough that there was no way the three trespassing women could stop me with their bare hands, I had magic on my side.

I unlocked and shoved my way through the front gates, barely aware that someone was shouting at me from the house.

I didn’t look back. I didn’t have time to waste.

I rounded the exit and stormed along the perimeter of my property until I saw them up ahead.

Three huddled forms, dressed in all black. The one with the gas can was unscrewing the lid.

“Don’t you fucking dare!” I bellowed.

They all jumped. The lid of the gas can hit the ground.

Their faces turned to me, but I couldn’t see anything besides eyes and a little pale, white flesh. They wore ski masks to try to hide their identities, but I knew who they were.

“I’ve got you now, Mary Ellen,” I said as I closed the distance between us.

“Not a step further,” one—Grace, I think—warned.

The crazy bitch had a lighter in one hand and the gas can in the other. I had no idea what she was capable of, so I stopped.

“We have to do this,” Mary Ellen said, rocking back and forth on her feet. “We have to protect our families. Everyone! They can’t stay. The house can’t stay!”

She prattled like a madwoman, and there was a frightening desperation to her voice—one that made me realize they very well might splash gasoline on me and set me on fire.

I glanced towards the hedge and started channeling my magic towards it.

That was when something dark dropped between us, forcing the three women to stagger backwards.

Belphie straightened from her superhero crouch and folded her wings on her back.

“Get behind me, Belphie,” I commanded. It struck me that she might be immune to fire, being from the hells and all, but I didn’t have time to ask.

She came to my side, a fierce look in her eyes when she glanced towards the three women, though her gaze softened when it settled on me.

“The fear these women feel is not natural,” she said.

“Tell me about it,” I sarcastically replied.

“There is a magical interference,” Belphie replied, apparently taking me seriously. “As much as I would relish the sight of you crushing them, I am afraid that their fear is not their own, and that their actions are beyond their control.”

“You can still control yourself when you’re afraid,” I replied.

“You can. They cannot. They are weak. Pitiful, really.”

I glanced over my shoulders as I heard footsteps behind us, and Wisty and Aisling caught up to us.

“What’s going on?” Wisty asked.

Aisling peered around Belphie, at the trio of women who were still cowering before us. They looked like they might run at any second, but fear had rooted them in place.

“Were they gonna burn the house down?” Aisling asked, her green eyes wide.

“I think so.” I pinned Mary Ellen and her goons with my stare, then looked at Belphie. “You sense a magical interference, right?”

“Open your channels, feeling the air around them,” she replied.

I did. It was easier this time, because I had a little practice with my magic. When I honed in on Mary Ellen, I definitely felt something off, though I couldn’t quite place what it was.

It felt like a dark shadow loomed over them, like something cold had their talons in the three women.

I closed off my magic again, finding that easy as well.

“I only know one other monster on this street.”

“M-monster,” Mary Ellen finally managed to stammer as she pointed at Belphie. It was like she was so afraid of me, of us, that she didn’t even realize Belphie had horns, wings, and a tail until I said something.

Grace was still holding the gas can and the lighter like she was about to hurl both at us. Her beady eyes darted between us, looking for a target, and I put myself in front of the girls.

Charity cowered behind the other two, afraid to even look at us.

“What do we do with them?” I asked.

I didn’t want to let them go, not when they might cause more trouble while I was busy dealing with the real threat.

“Shall I give you a hand?” Belphie asked.

“As long as you don’t maim them,” I replied, giving her permission to handle things.

Belphie flashed forwards, a streak of black in the night. She grabbed the gas can and the lighter, then hopped over the hedge—which was at least ten feet high—disappearing for mere seconds before reappearing empty handed.

With the threat of being torched out of the way, I wound my magic in a way I never had before.

The branches of the hedge, which were still full of thorns and little stingers, lurched forwards, wrapping around the three women and pulling them against the hedge, effectively imprisoning them.

Beneath the surface, I felt another power festering, begging to be set free, but this one felt…ominous. Like something I probably shouldn’t use against a human, not if I wanted to hold onto my own humanity.

So, I left them there, tangled in the scratchy, irritating branches of the hedge. They deserved more, so much more punishment than that, but if they really were being manipulated by someone else…

Then perhaps all of this was because of her.

Standing in the darkness of the night, with Mary Ellen and her goons thrashing and trying to scream but being muffled by foliage, I looked at the mansion of a home across the road from us.

I wasn’t at all surprised to see Nicollette standing in the window. I couldn’t make out her expression, the house was too far away, but it felt like she was beckoning me over, calling me to come to her.

I had the vaguest sensation that I was about to walk into a trap, but I needed to confront her. I needed to set things right. I needed to make the gated community a safe place for Wisty, Aisling, and even Belphie.

Sucking in a breath, I turned to face them.

“Head back to the house,” I said.

“No,” Belphie replied.

I arched a brow.

“You keep doing this.” Wisty walked to my side, gently touching my arm. “You keep trying to do everything alone.”

“Yeah, Mark, we get it. You’re a big guy, a tough guy, you don’t need us to back you up, but…” Aisling trailed off, standing at my other side. “We want to help. We want to be a part of the solution.” Her green eyes implored me to listen.

I looked at Wisty, whose lips were drawn in a thin line of tension. I could tell she was afraid.

“I can’t go any further than this,” she said, and it was then I realized that she was within arms length of the hedge—which I supposed was technically the edge of the garden. “But I’ll stay here, keep an eye on these three and make sure nothing happens.”

“Wisty…” I frowned. I didn’t want her to be alone. Hell, I didn’t want any of the girls to go with me, but…

We were a family.

Family worked together, through thick and thin. Fires and floods.

“I need one of you to stay with Wisty,” I said, looking between Belphie and Aisling. “You’re right. None of us should have to do this alone.”

Aisling grinned, Wisty smiled, and Belphie nodded.

“I will stay with Wisteria,” Belphie said, bowing her head slightly to me. “Show her the wrath of the hells, clan leader.”

I nodded, my heart hammering hard in my chest.

It was the first time that Belphie acknowledged she was part of my clan—and that I was her leader. She had powers beyond anything I could imagine, and I felt touched.

But also relieved that she would be there to look after Wisty.

“Then, it’s settled,” I said, looking once again towards Nicollette’s house. “Time to go have a chat with the head of the HOA herself.”

“Be safe, Mark, and you too, Aisling.” Wisty planted a kiss on my cheek, then gave Aisling a hug. “I couldn’t stomach the idea of something happening to either of you.”

“We’ll be fine,” I assured, giving her a light pat on the head.

I wanted to say more, but I didn’t have the time.

“Come on, Aisling,” I said as I turned to face the mansion across the street from ours. “Let’s go see what this bitch has to say for herself.”

“Be ready for anything,” Aisling said as we crossed the street.

“I am.” I reached the gate first and leaned over it—because it was just about waist height for me—unlocking it and letting us into her pristine yard.

“We have no idea what kind of monster she is, so we need to play this carefully.”

I was surprised by the seriousness of her tone, but I shouldn’t have been, because she’d come a long way from the annoying prankster whom I’d first met.

“We got this,” I said, and I took her hand, leading her across the lawn. “It’ll be okay.”

Aisling nodded. In her emerald eyes I saw not only my reflection, but her undying belief in me.

We paused at the front door, exchanging glances, until finally I raised my hand to knock.

The door opened with a loud squeak of the hinges, but there was no one on the other side.


CHAPTER 31


My heart hammered in my chest as I took the first step into Nicollette’s house. I held an arm out, keeping Aisling behind me because she seemed eager to get ahead of me, like I was the one that needed protecting.

Maybe I was. I had no idea what we were walking into or what we were about to face.

The hall was dark, lit only by the moonlight, and I heard the sound of my foot touching down on the floor despite the fact that I was trying to be sneaky.

I gave that up quickly. She knew that we were there—I don’t know how I knew that, but I did.

A creeping chill tickled its way up my spine, and I paused as I took a second to glance over my shoulder at Aisling, who I was still holding back.

“Nicollette?” I called out.

“In here,” her smooth, seductive voice replied from a room deeper in the house.

I was immediately struck by how clean the place was. It had a sort of sterile smell to it, one that reminded me of a hospital in all of the worst ways. Everything seemed spotless, but more than that, there was hardly anything on display.

There were no photos on the walls, no trinkets on shelves, no belongings at all, that I could make out, besides furniture. If I hadn’t known that someone lived here, I would have thought that the place was staged for a showing.

Poorly staged, given how absolutely creepy it was.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Aisling said as she grabbed onto the back of my sleeve.

“You can wait outside, if you want.”

She shook her head. I could tell she wanted to go, but she didn’t want to leave me alone. Part of me was grateful for that, but a larger part of me would have preferred to do this alone.

I peered around the first door frame I came up to and spied the kitchen, but just like the entry hallway, it looked like it was staged to look like people lived here. There was a bowl of fruit on the counter, but they looked too perfect, like they were fake. There wasn’t so much as a coffee machine or mug anywhere in sight.

Something spurred me to walk to the fridge, and I pulled the door open. The light from inside illuminated the kitchen.

Empty.

There wasn’t even a bottle of mustard sitting on the shelf.

Given that I lived with monsters who didn’t need to eat, it wasn’t all that surprising, but it was a reminder that I was dealing with someone dangerous.

I didn’t even know exactly how dangerous. I had no idea what Nicollette was—I just knew that she filled our neighbors with a supernatural fear that spurred them to violence against me and mine.

I closed the fridge door, casting us in darkness again, and I headed out of the kitchen to look into the room across from it—all the while Aisling followed behind me, gently gripping my shirt and reminding me that I had someone to protect.

A spacious dining room reminiscent of the one in my own home greeted me. It had a sprawling table and chairs, and each seat had a setting, like a meal was about to be served.

I started to wonder if I was the main course as I backed out of the dining room and continued down the hall.

The next room I entered, guided only by sparse moonlight from the windows, was a sitting room.

I almost didn’t see Nicollette sitting there because her skin was so pale and she wore a white dress that matched the chair she was sitting in, but the red of her lips and gleaming of her eyes gave her away—they were almost like a cat’s, the way they shone in the dim light.

“I suppose you think I’m the villain in all this,” her smooth voice said as she reached out and clicked on the lamp next to her. She had a certain flair for the dramatic.

I narrowed my eyes against the sudden brightness, shielding my face with a hand. Aisling tried to step in front of me again, but I grabbed her with my free hand and put her firmly behind me.

“Are you?” I demanded.

“It would seem so,” Nicollette said, biting down gently on her lower lip.

That was when I saw her too-sharp teeth once again.

Then I remembered that I only ever saw her after dark—that she was often late to things specifically because she waited until after dark to show up.

“You’re a vampire,” I said, raking my mind for every vampire reference I could think of, but they were mostly pop culture. If I had to fight her, I hoped she was less Hellsing and more Twilight.

“A rare subspecies, yes,” Nicollette calmly replied.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

She smiled mysteriously, cocking her head slightly to one side.

I narrowed my eyes at her, but she didn’t so much as flinch under my glare.

“It seems you have stumbled into my web, little fly,” Nicollette said, watching me closely with those sharp eyes that seemed to see right through me.

“I’m less a fly and more another spider, Nicollette,” I replied, “a bigger one who is pretty damn pissed about what you’ve been up to.”

She examined her nails, sharp and painted a shade of red that matched her lips. “Anger won’t solve anything, Mark.”

I ground my teeth together, annoyed that she was treating this—my life, the safety of the people I cared about—so nonchalantly.

“I won’t stand for whatever tricks you’re playing,” I said, taking a step forwards and squaring my shoulders, readying myself for the fight of a lifetime.

I recalled Aisling’s words about using a stake to kill a vampire, which I obviously didn’t have on me, and I cursed myself for walking right into her lair without doing any prep.

There was no way I could have known what she was, I told myself.

As tense and ready to leap into action as I was, Nicollette remained calm. She tapped her fingers lightly against the arms of the plush chair that she sat in, and a flicker of what I thought was uncertainty crossed her face, breaking her cool mask.

It was gone as quickly as it appeared, but I was sure that I saw it.

Nicollette took a deep breath, which idly made me wonder if she needed to breathe, before speaking, “I don’t feed on blood. I’m a psychic vampire, of sorts.”

I guess that explains why no drained corpses have turned up.

“So, what do you feed on then?” I asked.

“Energy. A certain emotion, to be more specific.”

“I think I know where this is going,” Aisling grumbled from behind me.

“Fear,” I said.

“Mhm.” Nicollette nodded. She folded her hands daintily in her lap. “But there’s only so much fear a gal can create on her own—rumors only go so far.”

“What are you telling me, Nicollette? Stop beating around the bush and just spit it out,” I said. I didn’t have time to waste playing games with her.

“I purchased a fear spell, a rather powerful one,” she said as she rose from her chair with a grace that reminded me of Belphie. There was an unnatural stillness to her even as she walked towards me, but I didn’t fear her. There was nothing malicious about her.

Still, I kept my guard up. I refused to be the victim of a pretty face.

“I’ve been using them to satiate my hunger. It’s impossible for me to generate enough fear naturally, you see,” she explained. “Well, I could, but it would get me killed.”

“Sounds like you’ve been at this for a while. So, what? The dam finally burst?” I asked, looking her up and down as she stood before me.”

“It’s true, I’ve been purchasing them for a while, but this one, this mass fear spell, was potent.”

Nicollette lowered her eyes to the floor, and I saw not a monster, but a woman whose life had spun out of control because she’d tried her best to provide for herself.

Where she’d looked prim, proper, and proud a moment ago, now she almost seemed defeated.

The pieces slowly fell into place.

“You lost control,” I said.

“It appears to have infected the whole neighborhood,” she whispered, slowly raising her eyes to my face.

“And how many people is that?”

“A hundred people, give or take.”

I sighed, raking my fingers through my hair. My mind raced a thousand miles a minute, running in circles.

“So, why aren’t we affected?” I asked, gesturing to Aisling.

“Because you’re magic.”

“Okay.” That much made sense, at least. As much as anything in this messed up situation could. “That doesn’t answer why they hate us so much,” I said.

“Well, that’s partly because of me and partly because you live in a spooky old mansion that everyone claims is the local murder house.” Nicollette cocked her head to one side, her brown hair falling down her chest like a curtain.

She was so nonchalant about everything, so uncaring, that I couldn’t help letting my anger spill over.

“Nicollette,” I growled, clenching and unclenching my fists at my sides. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

“It wasn’t by choice.”

“Sure sounds like it was,” Aisling piped up.

“Easy for a dullahan to say—you don’t need to eat.” Nicollette pinned me with her gaze, and as sultry and mysterious as she was, I saw the flicker of hurt there. The glimmer of pain. A hint that she didn’t want to live like this, but that she didn’t have a choice in the matter.

That didn’t make me any less angry, but it did soften my opinion of her somewhat.

“The HOA and fuck knows who else has caused us a shit ton of trouble,” I began. “I’m not letting you off the hook easily, Nicollette. There were other ways to go about this.”

“I couldn’t think of any,” she replied.

“Really? You couldn’t just get a job at a haunted house or an escape room or something?” I asked sarcastically.

She blinked at me. “A what?”

“Nevermind, I’ll explain some other time.” I sighed. A slight stab of pain shot through my head as I tried to figure out what to do about everything.

I’d marched in here expecting to meet an evil mastermind, but what I’d found was a woman who didn’t know any other way to provide for herself.

It was almost pitiable.

But that didn’t make me any less annoyed with her.

“What am I supposed to do now?” I asked sharply. “Do you realize how much trouble you’ve caused us? Someone just tried to burn down our home! Do you know how…” I threw my hands up, unable to vocalize what I meant.

“It robbed us of our sense of being safe in our own home,” Aisling said, her voice deathly serious.

My chest clenched as I remembered how scared she had been, and I wondered how much of that remained, but I didn’t have time to deal with that.

I rounded on Nicollette again, emboldened by Aisling’s vulnerability. “How can you just stand there, looking so casual and calm and collected when you could have gotten us killed? We didn’t do anything to you, you just decided that you needed a boogeyman and you decided to use us to accomplish that.”

She lowered her eyes to the floor, taking my verbal lashing with a slight nod of her head.

Again, I saw the crack in her facade, but I expected it to vanish once more.

It didn’t.

Nicollette bowed her head, then slowly knelt before me on one knee, like she was about to propose to me. “I have wronged you, and it’s only right that you take your anger out on me, however you see fit.”

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

“You’re a clan leader and she’s clanless,” Aisling said.

“And?” I asked.

“I wish to join your clan, Mark,” Nicollette said, “I have created a mess that I cannot hope to clean up on my own, and, as such, I come to you, hoping you will help me.” She raised her head, her fierce eyes staring up into mine. “In return for that, and for the trouble I’ve caused, I will defer to you.”

I stared at her, the wheels in my head spinning out in the mud because things had taken such an unexpected turn. I’d come there preparing for a fight, and instead I found a vulnerable woman who was just trying to feed herself.

“I’m sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused, and it’s no excuse, but I’d been on the brink of starvation for so long, barely able to sustain myself. When the spellweaver offered me a way to finally take the edge off my hunger…” Nicollette trailed off, licking her lips. As much as she seemed to regret what she’d done, she tasted the air like she relished a falling snowflake.

I wondered who the spellweaver was, but it wasn’t important at that moment—not as important as stopping the spell in its tracks.

“How do we stop the fear spell?” I asked.

Nicollette, still on her knees and staring up at me, shook her head. “You don’t. You just wait for it to run its course.”

“And how long is that?”

“Until dawn?”

I checked the time on my phone and groaned.

Dawn was a solid four or more hours away. I wasn’t too worried about Mary Ellen herself, since she was wound into my hedge, but I had no idea how many neighbors she had talked to about me.

I turned to Aisling.

“We need to get to Belphie and see what she says,” I said.

She nodded and headed for the door.

I went to follow, then paused, looking down at Nicollette, whose wise eyes implored me to help her.

“Please don’t leave me alone,” she whispered, “when the hunger returns, I may do something foolish again.” There was a slight tremble to her voice, and as angry as I was with her actions, I couldn’t imagine what it was like.

Always being hungry, only able to sate yourself a little here and there and otherwise starving.

It must have been enough to drive someone to madness.

Or to using some stupid spell to stir up suburbia, I bitterly thought.

“Come on then,” I said, offering her my hand. “I have a feeling I’m gonna need all the help that I can get tonight.”

Nicollette grinned widely, showing off her fangs, and she used my hand to gracefully tug herself to her feet.

“I’ve never been part of a clan before,” she said, blinking at me.

“And you aren’t now, not yet. We’ll see how tonight goes.”

“Acceptable terms. I’ll do my best.”

We left the house together, with Nicollette still moving with an eerie stillness that sent a shiver up my spine, crossed the street, and found Belphie and Wisty where we’d left them—still watching over the struggling trio of would-be arsonists.

“Belphie, what do you know about spells?” I asked as I ran up to her. I didn’t realize I was out of breath until I spoke and my words hitched in my throat.

“Plenty, what kind are you trying to cast?” She propped her hands on her hips and looked at me, then at Nicollette.

“We need to cancel a spell, actually,” I said, “a mass fear spell.”

“And what were the terms of the spell?”

I looked expectantly at the energy vampire.

“That it would work its magic, so to speak, until dawn,” she said.

“How come I cannot sense this spell?” Belphie asked, raking her gaze suspiciously over Nicollette. “Beyond the unnatural fear that these women feel.”

“Because I knew about you from the party, and I paid extra to make the spell undetectable,” she replied smoothly.

“Then we must wait until dawn or find whomever cast the spell and have them reverse it.”

“That should be easy enough,” I said, feeling a spark of hope ignite in my gut.

It died the moment I looked at Nicollette.

She shook her head. “She’s long gone by now. There’s no telling where she is and when she’ll be back.”

“So, you bought a spell from a shady dealer?” Aisling asked.

“It would seem so,” Belphie said.

“What do we do now?” Wisty asked.

I sucked in a breath, glancing between my three roommates and then at Nicollette, who looked like the cat that got caught eating the canary.

“Well, I guess we’re pulling an allnighter,” I said, raking my fingers through my hair and pulling at it slightly in frustration. “I mean, we’ll just keep an eye on things.”

“We’ll be fine,” Wisty agreed, stepping up to my left side and sliding her arm around mine. “It was only ever these three that acted out towards us.” She smiled sweetly, and I felt all the tension in my shoulders beginning to melt away.

“You’re right,” I said, “it’ll be fine.”

“It will,” Aisling agreed, nestling up to my other side.

“Mark,” Belphie said, “turn around.”


CHAPTER 32


I’d never seen a literal mob of people wielding whatever weapons they could get their hands on outside of the movies, but now I was faced with just that.

“Nicollette,” I growled, snapping my eyes to her. “How many people was this mass fear spell supposed to target.”

“Oh, I don’t know…the whole of Sunnyside,” she mumbled so fast that it sounded like one word. She took in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly, as if smoking a cigarette. “And it tastes divine.”

I groaned.

“What do we do?” Wisty asked, her voice tinged with fear. She clutched onto me harder, her nails digging slightly into my arms.

“We defend our home,” I said, though I wasn’t sure that I was prepared for whatever that meant—I had to be.

Belphie cracked her knuckles and an ominous aura appeared around her.

“Without killing or maiming anyone, if possible,” I quickly added.

“You do know how to ruin a good time,” Belphie said. There was an odd, almost playful, lilt to her voice, and I got the feeling that she was excited to use her powers after having been bound for so long.

I’d have been lying if I said I wasn’t curious what her powers were, but I had bigger fish to fry at that moment.

“What would you have us do?” Nicollette asked.

“We need to keep them from getting to the mansion. The hedge should do most of the work, but there’s so many of them and—” I stopped dead as I heard a couple of chainsaws snarling to life.

“Protect the hedge, prevent them from reaching the house, yes?” Belphie asked.

“Yes,” I answered.

“I feel bad for doing this to them, since they’re under a spell, but…” Wisty blew out a sigh. “I’ll go grab some seeds that should come in handy.”

“I’ll come with you,” Aisling said.

“Right, best not to separate,” I agreed.

The two girls ran off, and I turned to Belphie and Nicollette.

All the while, the mob grew closer, dangerously close. I heard their voices before I heard their footsteps, a nervous chatter that I couldn’t pick any sense out of from afar.

“Belphie, can you handle the opposite hedge?” I asked.

“Of course.” She nodded and then turned to go, but hesitated a moment. “Do be careful, Mark. You are one of a kind, truly.” She faced the hedge and crouched like she was about to spring over it. “I trust that you can take care of yourself, but I will tell you to be safe all the same.” Then she leaped over it and disappeared from my sight.

Her words warmed me, but I didn’t have time to dwell on them.

“Nicollette, what can you do?”

“Superhuman feats, mostly. Strength, speed, sight, smell, that sort of thing. I’m nowhere near as strong as the demon, but I can hold my own. Especially against a bunch of humans.” She smiled. “Their fear makes me stronger.”

“Okay,” I said, then continued, thinking aloud, “The hedge has four walls, Belphie and I are covering the longest ones, and Nicollette can cover one of the shorter ones while Wisty and Aisling cover the other.”

“I’m not sure there’s a need for that,” Nicollette said as the chattering mob grew nearer still.

I didn’t know what she meant at first, but I quickly realized that these fear-addled humans weren’t thinking right.

They didn’t try to find a weak spot in the hedge or to look for a place that might be easier to slip through because we weren’t watching it.

No.

They were coming right for us.

“Ah, shit,” I muttered, and I took in a breath, opening my magic channels and preparing to put what I’d learned to good use.

A hellish screech tore through the night air, stalling the crowd to a slow stop as they waved their weapons—chainsaws, golf clubs, one woman even had a frying pan—as if to stave off some invisible threat.

It took me a moment to realize that screeching sound was coming from the house, and by the time I did, I heard something else.

The thunderous roar of hooves coming down the driveway. I only knew of one horse in Sunnyside, but the sound echoed like a thousand stormed towards us, and the hellish scream tore through the night air again.

It was a neigh unlike any I’d heard before that night.

A blur of black raced towards us, and I could barely make out the details as it rushed past, cutting off the mob and circling around them—the hooves leaving a slight trail of greenish-white flames in their wake.

Aisling was on Imogen’s back, and they looked unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

Both donned black armor studded with spikes that looked suspiciously like bones. They appeared more ghost-like than ever, with Imogen’s mane flying around unnaturally in the air and her eyes gleaming in the darkness.

Aisling’s skin was a deadly pallor, one that I would have associated with a corpse, and her eyes were entirely green and glowing. The red of her hair swayed in a non-existent wind, and she let out a war cry that sounded suspiciously like a death rattle.

Aisling had her head under one arm, which didn’t surprise, but she had a whip in the other hand.

A whip made of what looked to be somebody’s spinal column.

“Holy shit,” I whispered in awe.

The duo swung around, coming towards me, and at first I thought they were going to run me down, but at the last moment, Aisling veered to one side and yanked me up onto Imogen’s back.

“You should have some of my power too,” she said, “try it. Channel it, just as Belphie taught you.”

It was hard to focus on summoning magic when I was speeding around on the back of a demon horse and clinging to Aisling for dear life, but the connection with Imogen somehow made it easier—like she was a part of my magic.

The next thing I knew, I had an old timey block lantern with a candle inside in one hand and a sickle in the other. It was attached to a long chain, so I could throw it and yank it back to me.

“You can reap their souls,” Aisling said, “and store them in the lantern.”

“I’d rather not kill them.”

“Then just use it however you see fit.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but as we circled around the mob, herding them together to make them easier to deal with, I hopped off of Imogen’s back.

Surprisingly, I landed on my feet like a pro.

“Sorry about this!” Wisty shouted.

I craned my neck to see her throw a handful of seeds at a few stragglers.

They looked at her like she was insane.

Then poison ivy bloomed, knocking them down and covering them in red welts as fast as the plants had grown, as if the magic Wisty used made them more potent.

Aisling kept busy, rounding up the mob and keeping them from splitting off to cause more trouble, and Nicollette helped, darting around, hissing and flashing her fangs like a feral animal.

The mob huddled together, shouting at us, swinging their weapons and pulling their wounded back to their feet. Being packed together like sardines only seemed to frustrate them more, and the braver ones lashed out at the girls whenever they got near enough.

I knew we couldn’t last like this, not for hours until dawn broke.

I was also determined not to be outdone by the girls.

I never knew fear to be palpable, but I could almost smell it in the air—a sickly sweetness that excited me more than I would have liked.

I didn’t know what I was doing as I started to swing the chain of the sickle, but the rattling sound drew the attention of everyone around me, and they shoved their weapons towards me while cowering behind them.

It wasn’t fair to hurt these people, but I needed to defend what was mine. The house. The girls. Our life together.

It was with that thought in mind that I threw the sickle at a man who was a little braver than the others—brave enough to break rank and come at me.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, exactly, but the sickle phasing through him certainly wasn’t it. The man froze in place, looking like I’d actually gutted him, then collapsed in a heap on the ground.

On instinct, I yanked the sickle back by the chain. There was no blood on it, but an orb of light glowed in the tip. When I pulled it closer, the light transferred to the lantern.

“Oh, shit,” I said, looking around for Aisling.

I saw Nicollette knock out a woman who lurched at her with a rake, and Wisty apologized to someone being eaten by a giant plant that smelled like unwashed feet and reminded me of Victreebel from my Pokémon Blue days.

Aisling was still riding around, herding the horde away from the hedge, and I had no idea how to get her attention over the rabble of the crowd.

I swore Batman himself descended to land next to me, but when I turned to look, Belphie stood there.

“No one is bothering the other side of the hedge,” she said, regarding me with a curious look before flicking her eyes towards the downed guy.

Unsurprisingly, seeing me murder their friend in cold blood did nothing to comfort the mob. They were growing more agitated by the moment, swinging their weapons, revving chainsaws, letting out strangled, unintelligible war cries.

“It seems coupling with the dullahan has turned you into something of a reaper,” Belphie said, with absolutely no trace of urgency in her voice.

“I think I just killed a guy,” I replied. The adrenaline was rushing through me too fast and hard for me to comprehend what that meant just yet.

She shook her head. “Just do not eat them.”

“Eat what?”

“The souls. Take them for now, and release them once the spell is broken.”

I looked at the glow in the lantern, which seemed brighter now, then at Belphie.

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“Try it,” she replied, like she was offering me a new flavor of gum.

Before I could tell her that we didn’t have time for that, she surged forwards in a flash of black and violet. Her feet left the ground and she flapped her wings once, homing in on the mob like a missile and knocking them down like bowling pins.

I got the distinct sense that she could kill us all with a snap of her fingers as I raised the lantern and opened the tiny door. That seemed the logical way to release a spirit, and I silently hoped it would work as I watched the light inside flicker.

A single orb of white light emerged from the candle’s flame and hovered towards the man who lay prone on the ground. It entered his body, returning some of the color to his cheeks.

My eyes flickered to the mob, who were scrambling to get back to their feet, then back to the man.

He didn’t move, didn’t stir.

Fuck.

All at once he took in a breath like he’d been underwater for as long as he could take. He didn’t move, not immediately, but his body twitched, letting me know he was still alive.

The mob was back on their feet, and they ducked this time as Belphie swept over them once again. Some thrust their weapons at her, ripping her clothes, and she scowled, but they didn’t break her flesh.

The man sat up, looking around like he had no idea how he’d gotten there.

Good enough, I thought as the mob turned their attention to me.

A man with a chainsaw ran ahead of the others, coming at me like his mother never told him not to run with sharp objects, and his eyes, so wide with terror that they bulged unnaturally, were set firmly on me.

I spun the sickle by the chain and launched it at him. He tried to bat it away with the chainsaw, but just like last time, it went right through him and brought him to a dead halt.

I hauled the sickle back to me, and a little yellow orb of light glinted at the edge of the blade. I passed it off to the lantern before turning my eyes past the crumpling man and to two women who were coming at me—one with a frying pan and another with a pitchfork.

I didn’t know how I was so precise with the sickle, but I grabbed a length of chain, swung it sideways, and snatched both of their souls at once. They fell to the ground rather hard from their momentum, but bumps and bruises were better than the alternative.

Jumping into the mass of humans, Belphie began herding them towards me a couple at a time, and I was touched by her trust in me. She completely believed that I could handle five guys at once in a fight, and I decided that I’d believe I could handle them too.

They came at me as one, but when I swung the sickle sideways, they ducked and dodged, so it only managed to hit one of them. I yanked it back to me, then was forced to sidestep as one man swung a baseball bat at me like he was aiming for a home run.

Rod.

I kicked him in the gut, then was forced to retreat as Tim swung a golf club at me. I didn’t dare try to block with the sickle because I wasn’t sure that would work and I didn’t fancy learning by taking a golf club between the eyes.

A piece of board with a nail in it came sailing at me, and I tucked and rolled across the hard, cold pavement with the lantern in one hand and the sickle in the other. The board smashed against the ground next to me, bending the nail and cracking the wood.

A spark of inspiration struck, and I lashed out with the sickle from my position on the ground. It slashed across the nearest man’s ankles, but just like before it brought him to a complete stop and sent him crashing to the ground as I stole his soul.

With Tim, Rod, and one other guy from the group remaining, I stood to my full height, lashing out with another throw of my sickle. It caught the man that I didn’t know around the chest, and I drew his soul back to me in one quick jerk before lashing out again.

I missed because Rod threw himself to the side, but he tripped in the body of his fallen friend, so I took advantage of his moment of weakness and stole his soul too.

All at once, the world slowed and an intense pain shot through my skull, and I, slowly and dazedly, turned to look behind me—at Tim, who was holding a bent golf club. Everything seemed to spin around me, and Tim discarded his broken weapon, coming at me with his bare hands.

The next thing I knew, I was on the ground on my back with a guy wailing on my face. My senses came back to me all at once despite the splitting migraine.

“Why didn’t you just leave?!” Tim asked between pummeling me with his fists.

He’d never done anything to me, has been almost nice to me, if I was honest, but I had no choice but to deal with him.

I realized I was close to the hedge, so I reached out with my plant magic and had the hedge snatch him off of me.

Bleeding from my mouth and with a splitting headache, I staggered to my feet.

“Mark!” Wisty hurried towards me, throwing a handful of seeds at a cluster of people that got too close to her.

“Let’s finish this,” I said, brushing the back of my hand across my bloodied lip and nose.

“That is the spirit,” Belphie said, having appeared next to me—perhaps literally, I still wasn’t sure of the extent of her powers.

“Yippee-ki-yay, mother fucker!” Aisling bellowed as she knocked a few people down with Imogen.

“An admirable sentiment,” Nicollette said while smoothing a lock of her dark hair away from her face. For once, there was a slight flush to her cheeks. I wasn’t sure if that was from exertion or excitement.

Or the fact that she was currently being a huge glutton and breathing in all the fear from the mob.

Raising the lantern in one hand and the sickle in the other, I charged towards the next few foes that Belphie sent my way.

Together with the four monster girls, I worked my way through the crowd, stealing their souls and leaving them incapacitated. One by one, their bodies filled the streets, and I was vaguely thankful that no outsiders ever came here at night, because they would have seen one hell of a massacre.

The lantern glowed brighter with each soul I took, until the thing was practically lighting the whole street, and I still kept taking souls while stepping over, and sometimes on, the fallen bodies of my foes.

We worked tirelessly, until every part of me ached and I was coated in a layer of sweat that soaked my clothes, but I stole the final souls—Mary Ellen’s and her goons—and it was over.

“Dawn is coming,” Nicollete said, wiping her hair from her face. Her white dress was stained with blood and dirt. “I need to find shelter.”

“I’m beat,” Wisty said. The flowers and vines of her clothes had wilted some, like she was too exhausted to keep them lively.

“Woo!” Aisling pumped a fist into the air and leaped off of Imogen’s back. “I haven’t had that much fun in ages.” As her feet landed on the ground, both she and Immogen returned to their usual appearances.

Imogen pranced and threw her head to the left, tossing her mane around like a giant puppy doing tippy taps when asked if they wanted a treat.

“It was nice to spread my wings,” Belphie agreed.

Looking at the absurd amount of bodies in the street, I couldn’t help but laugh. I was so exhausted, and my head hurt so much, that doing that almost knocked me on my ass, but Nicollette grabbed my left arm and Belphie grabbed my right.

“You can release the souls now,” Belphie said, slipping under the arm that held the lantern. “Their memories of tonight will be scattered and confusing, they will likely think of it as nothing more than a dream.”

“That’s a relief,” I mumbled. “Could ya get the door for me?”

Belphie did as I asked, and all at once a hundred or more orbs of light in every color burst free of the lantern, flying back to the mass of bodies that were scattered all around us.

“We should have a party!” Aisling said.

“I need a nap,” I grunted.

“Me too,” Wisty said. She walked beside us and kept throwing me worried glances.

“I’ll be fine after some rest,” I assured, but the truth was that I was barely holding onto my consciousness now that the fight was over and my adrenaline was ebbing away.

Nicollette cringed beside me, and I realized that the sun was starting to rise on the horizon. With what little strength I had left, I urged us to move faster.

I must have lost consciousness somewhere along the way, because the next thing I knew, I was laying in my bed with the four of them leaning over me, looking at me with worried expressions.

I blinked, until each of their faces became clear.

“Mark,” Wisty said, her voice a frightened whine.

Aisling had her arm around Wisty, and the two were huddled closest to me.

“As I told you, he awakens,” Belphie said, “He simply exhausted himself once again.”

“No wonder. I’ve never seen a human use so much magic in one night,” Nicollette said.

“I’ll live,” I groaned, my throat dry and hoarse.

“You will do more than live, Mark,” Belphie said, “now that the threat has been dealt with, we will thrive.” Her eyes flickered accusingly towards Nicollette. “And it has been dealt with, has it not?”

“I’m so sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you.” Nicollette knelt next to my bed and took my hand. “My offer is still on the table—I am yours to use as you see fit.”

Mustering my strength, I tried to sit, but I had some trouble doing so until Aisling put her arm behind my back.

I was weak and tired, and I knew I should have felt vulnerable, but I had such a deep trust in these women that I knew they wouldn’t do anything to harm or take advantage of me.

“How about we just start over,” I said, offering my hand to Nicollette. “I’m Mark. Nice to meet ya.”

“Nicollette.” She daintily took my hand and gave it a little shake. “And I will never be able to repay your kindness.”

“Well, you could start by never buying a fear spell again,” I said pointedly.

“Done, and done.”

“We’ll find another way to feed you that doesn’t involve stirring up a mob.”

Nicollette cocked her head at me. “Why?”

“That’s Mark,” Wisty said, fondly stroking my hair. “He’s not happy unless he’s solving everyone’s problems.”

I tried to protest, but it was true.

And I was tired as all hell.

“He needs rest,” Belphie said, ushering all of the other women away from me.

“I want to sleep with him!” Aisling protested.

“I don’t want to leave his side,” Wisty added.

“He will sleep better without the two of you fussing over him,” Belphie insisted.

There was no resisting Belphie, and the four of them left, allowing me to slip into the deepest sleep I’d ever had.


EPILOGUE


A week passed without much fuss, and true to Belphie’s word, the entire neighborhood had forgotten that hectic night when they got their asses handed to them. Nicollette spread rumors of a block party that would have made frat boys blush, and everyone was happy to forget their part in the chaos—what Nicollette had told them they’d gotten up to, at least. That ranged from streaking to drunken revelry to fist fights.

I was a solid three days recovering from the magic I expended, but it was three days of being fawned over by three gorgeous women, so I accepted my fate with glee. It didn’t bother me that my limbs ached too much for me to move, because Aisling massaged them, or that I was burning up with fever, as Wisty gently moved an ice pack over my forehead. Belphie was less coddling, but I once caught her lightly stroking my hair while she thought I was asleep.

Things were good again, better than they had been in a long time, and I could feel that life in the closed little neighborhood of Sunnyside was what it should have been. Quiet. Peaceful. Relaxing.

And I was taking a much needed break from drama and DIY.

Reclined in a lawn chair with a beer in one hand and a slice of pizza in the other, I looked out over the garden and smiled at the sight of the plants in full bloom. Wisty had gone somewhat overboard with the flowers, but I was more interested in the vegetables, which continued to grow at a wild rate. Tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots, everything that I’d decided to try to grow was thriving.

Thriving so much that I hardly knew what to do with them, though I had a few ideas.

And of course, Wisty was at full power and healthier than I’d ever seen her before.

I finished off my pizza slice and looked at the table beside me, debating taking another slice of salty pepperoni bliss.

My phone beeped, and I wiped my hand off in my pants before I pulled it out to see the security system alerting me that someone approached the house.

Three figures, in fact.

I glared at the screen, and not just because the midday sun made it hard to see anything on the device.

I tracked Mary Ellen and her cronies across several cameras and only tucked my phone away when I saw they were coming right for me.

Taking a long swing of my beer to prep myself for a conversation that I was sure was going to be a huge pain in my ass, I pretended to not know the women were approaching me until I heard Mary Ellen clear her throat.

“Oh, good day,” I said, acknowledging them over my shoulder. “Can I help you?” I sipped my beer, the cool condensation running down my fingers.

Mary Ellen cleared her throat again, this time like she was gathering her courage, and stepped forwards, around my chair so that she was looking at me.

She held her hands behind her back like she was a scolded child, and a slight frown graced her features, though I could see that she was trying to smile through it.

“On behalf of the neighborhood, I just wanted to say that we’re sorry for giving you the cold shoulder,” she said.

I stared at her, blinking.

The words took me aback, but she wasn’t done.

“I…I’m not sure what came over us, we’re not normally so hateful, you see. I mean sure, I can be nitpicky at times, but it was like…” Mary Ellen puzzled over her words, then brushed her blonde hair back, away from her face. I imagined that it was hard for a normal person to describe what it was like to be under a literal spell. “Well, it’s not like us. We want to be a warm, welcoming community of tight-knit individuals.”

“A list of regulations my house is breaking isn’t exactly welcoming,” I replied drily.

The middle-aged woman flushed, and the two women behind her shuffled on their feet uncomfortably.

“I was trying to frighten you away. I thought it was better that this old place be destroyed, but look at what you’ve done in the short time you’ve been here.” She gestured towards the garden. “None of ours look this nice,” she said, giving a little chuckle. “It’s a bit…wild looking, but no less beautiful.”

I locked my jaw to keep it from hitting the ground.

Mary Ellen, HOA terror, was complimenting my garden. She was baring her soul to me, apparently offering peace.

I wonder how much of her rudeness towards me was because of the spells Nicollette used, I thought.

I did remember Nicollette saying that Mary Ellen was a stickler, but pretty much anyone was, compared to the mischievous energy vampire.

I stood, set my beer on the table, and turned to face the women.

I could have begrudged them for their actions, because fear didn’t excuse them from acting the way that they did, but…

That guy, one who held grudges, wasn’t who I wanted to be.

“You know, I was just wondering what I should do with all these extra veggies,” I said, gesturing towards the garden. “Would you ladies be interested in taking some of them off my hands?”

“Oh! I would be happy to.” Mary Ellen smiled, I dared to think, sweetly. It softened her appearance, making her look like less of a bitch and more like the nice lady next door who sometimes baked you cookies.

“That would be lovely,” Charity agreed.

“I love fresh produce, and it’s so hard to know what you’re getting at the stores,” Grace said, “I’d be happy to take some off your hands.”

The four of us chatted for a while, and the three women eventually took their leave, waving to me as they went. I smiled and returned the gesture, certain that my future here would be better than I’d anticipated now that my relationship with the neighbors was patched up.

Blowing out a sigh of relief, I grabbed my pizza and beer and headed inside to cool off a little because the early summer heat was really starting to kick my ass.

I gulped down my beer, left the bottle on the counter, and grabbed a slice of pizza before wandering through my house.

The garden was exactly what I wanted it to be, but the house itself still needed months of work—which I was happy to do, but I was only one man.

Well I do have a few helpers, I thought with a chuckle.

“Where are they, anyhow?” I wondered aloud as I wandered through the house. I checked my room, then Aisling’s, and finally Belphie’s, but there wasn’t a sign of any of them.

It was only when I found the door of the secret room slightly ajar that I finally realized where they were.

I’d somewhat converted it into a living room, with a couple of new couches and a large flat screen mounted on the wall. I’d done it because a part of me wanted to make the hearth goddess feel included in things, especially after she’d helped me with Belphie.

It was here that I found the girls.

They had rearranged the furniture, placing both couches together seat to seat and creating a sort of nest that they’d filled with pillows and blankets.

Aisling stood back, admiring her work with her hands on her hips and a giant grin on her face. She was wearing pajamas, a tank top and a pair of shorts, that had pictures of many different cat butts decorating it.

“Oh hey, Mark,” she greeted, waving, at me, “we’re almost done here! We were just about to come get you.” She climbed over the back of a couch and into the nest, settling down with a deep sigh.

Belphie already lay within the nest on her belly. A frilly black tank top covered her torso, and a matching pair of booty shorts made my breath hitch because her full ass was nearly on display for me.

“I’m not sure about this, but it was your idea, so,” Wisty walked to me, taking my hand and leading me towards the couches. My eyes skimmed her body, and I smirked when I realized she was wearing my clothes again.

They were much too large for her, but they filled me with a sense of possessiveness and pride.

“So, you finally convinced everyone, eh?” I asked, looking at Aisling.

She shook her head. “It wasn’t me, it was Belphie.”

“A look into the dark side of the human mind,” the demon said, her tail swishing around behind her and creating a slight rattling sound. “Featuring a creature able to walk in dreams just as I can. I would be remiss to ignore it.”

I snorted a laugh, then watched Wisty climb into the nest before I found a space and crawled in as well.

It was utterly crowded, and we were packed like sardines, but we settled down for our horror movie marathon.

Wisty was on one side of me, Aisling was on the other, and Belphie was at our feet.

“Wisty, are you okay?” I asked.

The movie hadn’t even started yet, but she was already curled into my side and half shielding her face from the screen. She peeked through her fingers at me and nodded.

“Don’t worry. If it gets to be too much, I’ll go upstairs,” she promised.

“That’s my girl,” I said, placing a soft kiss on her forehead.

“Ahem.”

I turned to look at Aisling, who angled her forehead expectantly towards me, then kissed her as well. At the last moment, she tipped her head back, planting her lips to mine.

“I’m glad things ended up the way they did.” Wisty smiled, batting her long eyelashes at me until I took the initiative and gave her a proper, though fleeting, kiss.

“Let us commence,” Belphie said, tapping around on my laptop until Nightmare on Elm Street began to play.

The lights in the room suddenly darkened, and Wisty let out a little gasp, cuddling closer to me.

On my other side, Aisling cackled, delighting in Wisty’s terror.

Briefly, I wondered if Nicollette could sense the fear from her house, but I dismissed it. I wanted to be in the moment with my girls.

While the movie played, my eyes kept drifting downwards, to Belphie’s full, round ass, but I forced myself to look away and think unsexy thoughts.

“Ooh, Mark’s got a stiffy,” Aisling whispered against my ear. “Don’t think I can’t feel it rubbing against me.” She stroked her fingers over my chest, and then slipped into my lap.

“Aisling,” I groaned in complaint.

“I’ll just keep it warm for later.” She winked at me over her shoulder, then sank down until she was practically laying over me.

The horror movie marathon went on, and my boner eventually died down, but that didn’t stop Aisling from staying perched in my lap while Wisty hid herself in my side. Belphie was so engrossed in the movie that I didn’t think she even knew we were there.

As I looked between the trio, I smiled. The warmth of the hearth goddess washed over me, reminding me that it wasn’t just three girls who lived with me, but four.

I let out a happy little sigh and relaxed into the nest that the girls had built.

I’d finally found what I was missing in my life.

Them.
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